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BOOK PROPOSAL
The Better Part ofMyself: A Memoir ofTransition
Introduction
After living what might have seemed to be the better part ofmy life as a woman, at the age
of32, while attending Iowa State University, I changed my name from Carol Aim Rogers to
Johnny D. Rogers and began to transition physically to life as a male. Written throughout
this transition. TheBetter Part ofMyselffocuses on my life-long exploration of identity
issues, my experience ofopenly transitioning while a full-time college student, and the
impact my transition has on my female partner, friends, family members, and me. Most
importantly, this book describes my efforts to become a complete human being, something
that came closer to reality when I decided to identify as male and transsexual, rather than
just as a male with a hole-riddled past. Traditional transition memoirists, such as Mario
Martino, Renee Richards, and their non-transsexual co-authors, have largely sought to
legitimize transsexualism as a medical condition, generate pity, and to project a fairly
stereotypical image ofheterosexual normality. Issues or experiences that might thwart this
effort have often been left out of the narrative. Many gender politicians, such as Max
Valerio and Kate Bomstien, have usually sought to problematize gender in an effort to
abolish the concept altogether. Although self-written and unapologetic, their radical post-
structuralist or queer theory approaches have proved inaccessible to many people. My book
avoids these pitfalls by sharing in plain language what I have learned about transsexualism
and how I have experienced it in the overall context ofmy life. Candid and humorous, fiill
of dialogue and action. TheBetter Part ofMyself will help fill the gap between traditional
transition memoir and the writings ofgender politicians, and bring the everyday
complexities ofthis man's transsexual experience vividly to life in 225 pages.
Outline
Looking Back
This short, introductorypiece describes a symbolic act of closure in the garden one evening,
just as I begin my transition to life as a male. However positive my transition will be, I feel
that I couldbe leaving some things behind, that an aspectofme, of my life, is about to die.
This brief reflection on the past leads into a look at my childhood in Chapter One. (3 pages)
Chapter One: Questions, Answers, and Blank Stares
Framed as my campus YWCA BrovmBag Lunch Series presentation on transgender issues,
given about a year into my transition, this chapter provides basic vocabulary and
information about what it means to be transgendered. As the question and answer portion of
the presentation focuses on my childhood, flashbacks offer briefglimpses into my life—
including family dynamics, religion, puberty and my own efforts to bury my gender
identity—^up to age eighteen. (26 pages)
Chapter Two: Making "Woman" Work
This chapter begins with my early efforts as an adult to be happy and successful while living
as a woman, which include enlisting in the army, getting married, and attempting to femme
myself out. The upheaval ofdivorce and reassignment to a base in Germany helps put me
back in touch with painful memories and feelings from my chaotic childhood and youth,
which I had been denying for years. The resulting depression lands me in an army hospital
and culminates in release from military service. After this turning point, and through the
assistance ofa Twelve-Step program, Adult Children ofAlcoholics, I begin to face and sort
through my feelings and experiences. Eventually moving to Iowa to find work, and
preparing to return to college to finish a bachelor's degree, I find that in the middle ofall
these changes I want to take on the greatest challenge ofall; completely removing the layers
ofemotional camouflage and rediscovering myself (Notyet written?)
Chapter Three: Hormone City
The beginning ofa romantic relationship with a female friend. Donna, is closely followed by
the completion ofmy first year back at college and the realization that I want and need to
transition. The relationship, college, and my transition will continue to be inextricably
linked, throughout most the book, alongwith medical and surgical events. Donna initially
supports my decision to transition, as I go through obligatory counseling, but changes her
mind after we travel to see an endocrinologist and I begin to inject myselfwith testosterone.
The arguments and tensions grow as my body begins to change. (30 pages)
Outsights
So that my interactions with other people, as I begin to be recognized as a male, don't get
lost in the narrative ofmy relationship and medical experiences, this short section will
provide a bit ofbalance. A woman is fiightened by my masculine appearance on a dark
night on campus, and a classmate suggests swappinggirlfriends. Rather than giving me
insight into my own life, these incidents give me "outsight" on other people's attitudes
toward men and women, (4 pages)
Chapter Four: Off the Top
My relationship with Donna grows more tense as physical changes progress over the year.
While some tension is relieved when mymastectomy is delayed by a bout with
mononucleosis, it is still present, and returnswith a vengeance a year later, when I complete
my bachelor's degree and finally have breast reduction surgery. Our intimacy disappears
and is replaced with resentment. (29 pages)
Bathroom Sanctity
Another short section that offers a look at what is going on outside ofmy relationship and
medical adventures. One month into my master's program, when the governor of Iowa
signs an executive order banning discriminationon the basis ofgender identity—among
other things—and Republican lawmakers publicize their fears that Iowa's bathrooms will be
taken over by transsexuals and transvestites, I'm nearly beaten up on myway to campus to
teach First Year Composition. I am also questionedabout the mysteries ofthe men's room
by the very people I thought would be much better informed. (8 pages)
Chapter Five: Under the Knife
My relationship with Donna deteriorates further as I near the third year ofmy transition and
a date for genital reconstruction surgery. Having surgery and recovering among a group of
transsexuals in Montreal is inspiring and instructive. I discover my own transphobia and
begin to curemyself ofit with the help ofseveral boisteroustrans women. During recovery,
a friend calls from Iowa to promise me roses and a box ofcondoms on my return, but I
suspect, even before I leave Montreal, that my girlfriend isn't quite as thrilled. I've got a
penis and testicles.Donna still identifiesas a lesbian. Thoughshe continuesto promiseshe
can work through the situation, I wonder about her motives and realize that I can't keep my
life on hold forever for a relationship that is onlybecomingmore damaging. (26 pages)
TheName Game
The last of the short sections relates my adventures in naming throughout my life, from
nicknames to mangled surnames, from maiden name to married name, and beyond. Some
names stick, some don't; some resurface at odd moments. (Notyet written.)
Chapter Six: Always Something
Only four months after my last surgery, I break up with Donna and move out ofher house.
A sense ofclosure, in the relationship and other things, seems elusive because the drama of
change could not have been higher at some point, and then it just slowly trailed off into
anticlimax. After I hand out "It's a Boy" cigars when my birth certificate is finally amended
to read 'Male," I do feel a sense of celebration and completeness, but I also discover, as I
always suspected would be the case, that my transition is far from over. I find myself
dealing with more challenges, such as going to the doctor for a pap smear when Tve got
male genitals, and the resulting news that I may have cervical cancer. Perhaps even more
disturbing than the cancer scare is the fact that my new roommate has been methodically
outing me to all his gay acquaintances in town without my knowing it, because he wants
them to know, for some unknown reason, that "Johnny's not a real man." I realize that I
will have to continue dealing with unusual circumstances like these for the rest ofmy life.
And while I feel more congruent and whole than I have ever felt in my life, I recognize that
much of life seems oddly new to me: I am free to discover what sort ofman I want to be.
This makes life much more enjoyable, even if it's not any easier. {Notyet written)
Chapter Seven: Gay, Again
My relationship with a male ftiend becomes intimate. As this relationship with Bruce
continues to develop, I take a fresh look at sexual identity and the politics of changing
labels—from straight, to lesbian, to bisexual, to gay—and finally decide that I haven't been
so overwhelmingly attracted to men over the years because I've always identified as male
and wanted to focus on maleness, but because I'm actually gay. Navigating the uncharted
waters of a post-transition relationship with an original-equipment gay man proves to be a
bit awkward, but easier than expected, for both Bruce and me. What is most difficult is
adjusting to things such as the dangers of expressing affection with another man in public;
behavior that was ignored by others when I was a woman, or even winked at, could now
result in a beating, or worse. And there is the possible harassment and discrimination that
my partner may encounter as people, gay and straight, out me as an individual or us as a
couple. These concerns are not overwhelming, however, when considered in the context of
a relationship in which I can be fully present, fully myself, and be accepted as I am by a man
with whom I connected from the moment we met. {Notyet written.)
LookingAhead
This short, mirror-image piece to Looking Back continues the shift in focus that began in the
previous chapter, from inward and backward to outward and forward, as I work with Bruce
in his patio garden. (Not yet written.)
LOOKING BACK
A charcoal ribbon raced with the line oforange flames that were devouring the letter
I held in my hand. Words crackled and were consumed. When the heat flared, so did my
sense ofloss. I opened my hand to let go ofthe paper, and watched as the soft glow drifted
down to my feet, sparked, and went out. A mourning dove called plaintively from the
garage roof Ooahoo oo oo.
She was gone, and this small ritual seemed like the best way to mark her passing
from my life. In a way, it felt strange to say goodbye at all. Only an aspect ofmyself, not a
person or a personality, my female persona had helped keep me alive for many years.
Represented by my birth name, Carol Ann, this persona was the means through which I had
experienced the world, and even interacted with people I loved. I'd spent so much ofmy
life denying the greater part ofmyself that it now seemed unrealistic and unhealthy to just
drop the persona one day and pretend that she'd never existed. In order to be whole and
authentic as Johnny I had to acknowledge, if not honor, all that I had been and done in the
"clothing" ofCarol Ann.
"Would you think it was strange ifI did some sort ofthing, a ritual or something, to
say goodbye to, well, myself?" I had sheepishly asked my therapist one day. "My name
change will probably be signed by a judge this week, and it's important to mark the occasion
somehow."
Her eyebrows shot up, '1 think that's a great idea. It sounds very healthy. Have you
thought ofhow you might do that?"
8"Well, some friends in Sioux City have invited me to have a "naming ceremony" in
church. My old car will never make the three hour drive, and I'm not sure that's how I want
to handle this, anyway. I know they're trying to be supportive, but my life isn't there
anymore, in that community, at that church, and I don't feel like I need the official approval
ofa minister. This is more ofa personal and spiritual thing than a religious or social one."
My therapist looked at me intently as she settled into her chair, leaning back and
crossing her legs. "So?" she asked, beginning to work a dark blue worry stone between the
palms ofher open hands.
"I thought that I would write a letter to myself—to Carol Ann—saying goodbye,
thanking her for getting me through so much shit and making it possible for me to get to this
point in my life... and to acknowledge some ofthe good things that I experienced. Then I
thought that I could bum it out in the garden to get some closure, to symbolize that she's
fading out as the real me fades in. I mean, I can't transition overnight, and this sort of
honors the process."
"Again, that sounds pretty healthy to me. When do you plan to do it?"
"This evening."
Staring at the ashes, I felt the loss ofdropping a familiar way of being, however
painful it had been, and began to cry. So much ofmy life, it seemed, had been wasted, or
ruined. There was so much that I had missed. My boyhood. Being able to relate to people
with my whole self, instead of in fragments, bits, and pieces. The transition wasn't going to
be easy. I had no idea ofwhat the future would bring. Harassment, violence, and the loss of
my relationship could be around the comer. Somany people have lost everythingwhen
they've transitioned. This was the right thing for me to do, I never questioned that, but the
healing and the wholeness could come at an awful price.
My tears fell until it was almost dark. Finally, though, remembering what I was
about, I grabbed a shovel and began to methodicallyturn the ashes ofmy goodbye into the
soil of the garden. I thought ofthe tomato plants that had grown in this spot over the
summer, and ofhow the garden is a site of life, of the cycles of life. My mood began to
change. I remembered that I had a new beginning here as Johnny. And with plenty of
fertilizer from the past to grow on, there's no way that I could go wrong.
The past—it would always be there, and there was so much of it. I stopped digging
to lean on the top of the shovel handle, my hands stacked, one on top ofthe other. A single
ceremonial goodbye just wouldn't cover it all. I had to admit that the more I rediscovered
myself and began to live as a man, the more the negative old memories surfaced, along with
shame, pain, anger, and regret. They all arose from the dark, blank, distant past, and stood
out in crisp contrast, with vivid detail, against the void ofmemories I had yet to recover. If I
wanted wholeness, I'd have to sort through them all as they came, instead ofcramming them
back into the recesses ofmy consciousness. At least, I thought, as I walked back toward the
house, leaned the shovel on the wall next to the back door, and stamped the dirt from my
boots, I wouldn't have to do it all tonight.
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QUESTIONS, ANSWERS, AND BLANK STARES
'I'm Kelley," a dark-haired, slender young woman announced, "and I want to thank
you for coming to the latest in our series ofYWCA 'Brown Bag Discussions' on sexuality
and gender." Her musical voice and soft accent originated on an island somewhere in the
southern half of the Pacific Ocean. "Our speaker today is Johnny Rogers, an undergraduate
student here at Iowa State and a classmate ofmine. He'll be talking about transgender
issues. He's assured me that you'll have a chance to ask him questions before we break up.
Johnny?" She gestured toward me gracefiilly, and I watched the bright colors ofher sarong
ripple as she walked toward her chair at the back ofthe tiny meeting room. I was alone in
front of the group with my overhead transparencies and notes. Lunch bags and trays from
the Memorial Union food court, located downstairs, were shifted on laps or balanced on
empty chair seats. Everyone was settling down to eat and listen. There looked to be thirty
people out there, but a quick count assured me there were only twelve. I took a deep breath
to slow down my pounding heart and began the presentation.
"Thanks, Kelley." I flipped on the hot, blinding light of the overhead projector, and
my first transparencycame into focus; Bending, Blending, and Transcending: A Tourof
the Transgender Spectrum. "There seems to be a growing interest in transgender issues
these days, but a lot ofpeople are confused about what the word means. Even people who
call themselvestransgenderdisagreeabout definitions—^labels are always problematic—so
I'm going to tiy to stickwith basic information and issues that most trans folkswould agree
with. The idea isn't to put people into neat littleboxes, but to give us a vocabularythat will
help reduce awkwardness and fear, and facilitate discussion. I'd like you to savethe really
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substantive questions for the end of the presentation, but please stop me at any point if you
don't understand something I've just said. Hopefully, I can clarify it for you."
Movement caught my eye. A thin, gray-haired man in a faded, old army field jacket
crossed his arms over his chest and scowled at the floor. I saw a few heads nod
encouragingly, so I changed transparencies and forged ahead.
"First ofall, I'd like to mention the fact that some people separate sex, meaning
physical characteristics or genitalia, from gender, described as an internal sense of identity,
the instinctive sense that one is male or female. These folks would like us to consider how
every individual represents a unique gender. Others believe that sex and gender interact or
influence each other in ways that we don't yet understand, and tend to use the words
interchangeably."
There were a couple ofblank expressions in the group so I held my jitters in check
and counted to thirty before moving on, just to give the information a chance to be
processed. "All right, now we can look at some working definitions. Transgender is usually
used as an umbrella term for anyone who doesn't relate to traditional notions ofmale and
female. Sometimes you'll hear people say 'trans,' which is just a shortened form ofthe
word." I went down the list of terms on the overhead. "Included in the transgender
spectrum are folks who do drag, cross dressers, gender benders, people bom intersex,
transsexuals, and transgenderists."
Flipping through the pile oftransparencies, I explained each term.
"Drag kings are women who enjoy presenting themselves as men, but who do not
want to be men. Drag kings are usually lesbians, but may also be bisexual or heterosexual
women.
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"Drag queens are men who enjoy presenting themselves as women, but who do not
want to be women. Although the term queen implies that these performers ofgender are gay,
this isn't always the case; some drag queens are bisexual or heterosexual men."
All that was going on in the audiencewas quiet munching, and there were a few
pleasant smiles. This was where terminology and experience, for most folks, began to go
their separate ways, and I wondered what people would be thinking.
"Cross dressers, often referred to by the clinical term transvestite, are men and
women who wear clothing that is typically associatedwith another gender because it feels
good, expresses their personality, or is sexually stimulating. Many people could be
considered cross dressers, but most self-identified cross dressers are heterosexual men.
"Gender Bending is presenting oneself in such a way as to give mixed gender cues,
or to make a statement against rigid gender roles. A man who wears sandals that reveal
painted toenails could be described as a mild gender bender, as could a woman who wears
short hair, men's clothing, and no makeup, but has long, elaborately painted fingernails. An
extreme example ofgender bending would be a hairy-chested man in a mini skirt and gau^
blouse with a sign on his back that reads 'Am I asking for it?"'
A friend who had shown up, a huge bear of a guy, choked on a mouthful of lunch
and lifted his napkin to his beard, while Kelley smiled and shook her head at the back ofthe
room.
"Intersey^'' I continued, trying to stifle my own grin, "is the word used to describe
people who are bomwith unusual genitalia or some form ofboth female and male genitalia.
The old term for people who are intersexed is hermaphrodite. Researchers are beginning to
understand how the sex ofa fetus is formed in the first trimester ofdevelopment, when
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different hormones kick in. If the hormones fire at unusual times, the fetus can be bom
intersexed.
"Transsexual is a term that was first used by a German researcher, Magnus
Hirschfeld, around 1923. Transsexuals are peoplewhose anatomical sex does not match
their gender identity. Transsexuals often take hormones and/or have surgery to bring their
body in line with their brain; this is called transitioning. Although no one can say for sure,
some researchers believe that gender identity, like sex characteristics, is also determined by
hormones in the first trimester ofdevelopment. The theory is that sex organs turn out to be
unambiguous when the hormones fire at the usual times for their development, but ifthe
hormones kick in at an unusual time while gender identity is being determined, the fetus can
end up with a gender identity that doesn't match their sex characteristics. Other research is
beginning to reveal actual differences in a specific region of the brains of transsexual men
and women."
My transparencies slipped offofthe projection unit and onto the floor. They hadn't
slid too far so I collected them as I added, 'This is a complex subject, but I can answer many
questions that you might have because I'm transsexual." One woman on my left sat up
straight and gasped a little. A few other people looked startled. My bear-like friend grinned
encouragingly. '1 was bom with a female body," I explained, having regained control of the
slides, "but have always identified as a male." No one said anything so I took a deep breath,
found the next transparency, and put the others back on the tray. "Okay, let's go on to the
last term."
'^ '^ Transgenderist is a relatively new term that was coined in the mid 70's by Virginia
Prince. She was a flill-time cross dresser who wanted to distance herself from transsexuals.
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Today, the term is no longer being used in this negative, divisive way, and it describes
someone who is comfortable with their anatomy, but who feels that labels like male or
female, man or woman, don't quite describe who they are. A transgenderist may assert that
their gender identity lies somewhere between male and female or that gender is an out-dated,
useless construct altogether.
"That's the basic vocabulary. Remember that these categories aren't meant to
pigeonholepeople,but to helpus discussandunderstand different concepts and expressions
ofgender. Now, I'd like to cover some myths and facts, touch on the use ofpronouns, and
talk about a couple ofmedical issues before we get into the Q and A time.
"One ofthe most widely-circulated m5^hs about transgender people, as well as
lesbians and gay men, is that we are all child molesters and rapists. I'm not sure where this
mjrth originated, because every study I've seen shows that child molesters and rapists are
nearly always heterosexual men. Some folks seem to forget that rape is about power, not
sex, gender, or sexual orientation.
'Teople who physically transition from one sex to another are often characterized as
gay men or lesbians who are ashamed oftheir sexual orientation. This is certainly possible,
but thefact that many transsexuals identify as gay or lesbian afterthey transition kind of
blows this one out ofthe water.
"All right, pronouns. Who do you call what, and when? Sometimes you just need to
ask. It might feel a bit uncomfortable, but just ask a person ifyou're not sure how they want
to be addressed and referred to. Genderless pronouns have been devised, though I'm not
sure by whom. Ze has been suggested as a replacement for he and she, and hir as a
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replacement for his and her. I try to use these whenever people request them, but it takes
some getting used to.
"Finally, I'd like to mention the medical establishment. Some health professionals
still pathologize transsexuals, which are described as having Gender Identity Disorder, or
GID, by the American Psychiatric Association. Homosexuality hasn't been a disorder since
the 70's, but GID still is. It'll probably take a while for this to change, but many
psychologists are sure that it eventually will.
"A lot of people still don't know that many intersexed infants are being operated on
shortly after birth, to make their genitals appear to be either male or female. Boys with
small penises, for example, are surgically reassigned as girls. There are at least two
problems with this. First, surgery often hampers sexual ftinction, or makes them incapable
oforgasms, and second, many ofthe infantswho are operated on end up having a gender
identity that is the opposite oftheir reconstructed genitals. A few different organizations,
like the Intersex Society ofNorth America andHermaphrodites with Attitude, have been
formed to convince the medical establishment to change this practice so that children, as
they mature, can decide how they identify and whether or not they want to have surgery.
"I'm running out of time so I'll stop there. This has really been a crash course, and I
imagine that you have a lot ofquestions. Go ahead and fire away."
I nervously straightened my tie and shoved my hands into the fi"ont pockets ofmy
Levi's. Someone coughed. Finally, a quiet voice suggested, *T just want to know more
about you. I mean, I've never met anyone who's, uh, like you." The woman who'd spoken
had also blushed. Her eyes were on me, but I could barely see them. Her head was tilted
down so that her curly brown hair fell forward, over her face. ^How did you, I mean.. .when
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you were little, did you think you were a boy? I'm a mother, and I...Ijust...I wonder what I
would do if one ofmy children told me.. .this kind ofthing."
The first question was one that I expected to be asked, so I relaxed a bit more. "The
earliest time I remember telling someone that I was a boywas when I was four years old."
As I described the scene to the group, the details began to replay in my mind, and it seemed
so odd to take what was mostly a bunch ofacademically-oriented strangers back with me to
a moment in a bathroom, in 1969.
I had straddled the toilet, arid done my best to direct the flow ofurine into the bowl.
Most of it, however, had run into my pants and dribbled down my left leg. I stood there
trying to understand why this hadn't worked. I was supposed to be able to pee standingup,
but no matter how I tried it wouldn't happen. What was wrong? I knew my mother would
be angry again—beyond angry.
'^ut mom," I explained when she caught me, for the third or fourth time that year,
with wet underwear and shorts, "I'm a boy."
To my surprise she sighed, and sounded more bewildered than angry. Lowering her
tall frame into a demurecrouch, she staredat a point somewhere off to my right. Her hands,
largeand strong, rested on thewhite linenfabric of her skirt, pulled tight across her knees.
The sleeveless blouse she was wearing showed off arms that were tan and muscular from
landscaping the yard, fixing up our old house, playing organandpianoat church, and
painting colorful, expansivemurals. Her strawberry-blonde hairwas set in waves that
softened the strong features of her profile. When shefinally turned her head, I was looking
into a pair ofresolute blue eyes.
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''Now, we've talked about this before," she said quietly in a voice that was deep,
smooth, and calming. 'TDon't you mean you wish that you could do the things boys do? It's
okay to be a girl. Girls can be and do almost anything that boys can."
When I didn't reply, she took hold ofmy shoulders. Her eyes narrowed and her lips
compressed into a grimace. Her voice became dark and brittle. "You've got to stop this.
You're a girl, and that's as good as being a boy. We're not going to talk about it any more.
Do you understand? Go change your clothes!"
"Really, for the sixties, my mother was pretty hip, I think." I told the group. "Here
she was, assuring me that young women could do anything they wanted to..
"'Cept pee standing up," someone mumbled.
"Well, yeah." I agreed. "She did make it clear that it was wrong for me to pee
standing up, and that it was wrong to say I was a boy. At some point, I began to feel that
somethingwas wrong with me, because no one could recognized that I was a boy or would
even let me talk about being a boy.
"Think about it," I continued, trying to give everyone some sort of context, "As a
four-year old in 1969,1 had no frame ofreference for my thoughts and feelings. And I
really can't blamemy mother, because she didn't either. At that point in time, no female-to-
male transsexual was "out" to the general public. Only Christine Jorgensen, who is male-to-
female, had gone public in the 50swith her experience of travelingto Europe for Sex
Reassignment Surgery. She only did this after some ofher medical records were leaked to
the press, and she endured quitea lot of hurtful, ignorant comments, derisive jokes, and
name calling. In New York there was an endocrinologist, HarryBenjamin, who published
18
The TranssexualPhenomenon in 1966, but his positive attitude couldn't shake the notion
that transsexualism was a rare, white, male, upper-middle class illness. There's no way I
could have been aware ofany ofthis. All I could do was search my mind, wonder about
why I was different and why my motherwas so angrywith me. Shame just kind ofwrapped
itself around the core ofmy identity.. .my, uh, sense ofboyness. Part ofme just shut down."
"I want to know," another woman broke in, "ifyou just had brothers, or if you had
any sisters. I mean, were there anywomen around, other than your mom, that you could
identify with?" Her posture was ramrod straight, her eyes were flashing, and she had a
knowing look on her face.
I couldn't hold back a wry smile. "Yes, there were. I grew up with two older
brothers, flfm/two older sisters. And mymother's mother was around quite a bit, too."
She looked deflated. There was a long period of silence in the group.
In the silence, I wondered what images ofa transsexual's childhood other non-trans
audience members would imagine. They had to be more exotic than my own recollections
offamily dynamic. Instead ofa lack offemale or male influence in my life, I had the,
unfortunately, much more common experience of family violence. It killed every sibling's
sense of safety and self-esteem. The atmosphere had been so volatile. Violence exploded
without any warning, and for no apparent reason. At least that's how it seemed to me at the
time. Douglas, with eleven years on me, was the oldest and frequently exploded with anger.
A1 was five years up, and his mission in life was to tease me mercilessly. The youngest and
smallest in the family, I did everything I could to get A1 in trouble with our mother and
father. My two sisters. Rose and Diane, were ten and nine years older than myself, and
never let up on their clawingwords. One day, a fight erupted behind the couch, in the living
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room.
*1 know you've been reading my diary. There are scratch marks around the lock,"
Rose yelled at Diane, shaking the damaged book in her face.
"I haven't touched your precious diary. I don't care about your "inner thoughts,"
Diane countered as she swirled one hand in an aristocratic wave.
'Then how else did half the school find out about—
"Hey, I don't start up all the gossip at school."
"Meow! Phtt, phtt!" Douglas spat as he clawed at the air. Our oldest brother had
appeared out ofnowhere.
Diane and Rose glared at him. "Shut up!" they yelled in tandem.
I turned back to the TV to watch a brand new show. Mr. Rogers was putting on his
cardigan and canvas sneakers, and singing about a beautiful day in the neighborhood. I
heard my sisters' scream and footsteps pounding down the hallway. A door slammed and
there was a dull "pop."
"Son ofa.. .goddamned.. .bitch!" Douglas screamed as he stalked past me and into
the kitchen, holding one hand close to his body. I moved to hide behind a chau-, wondering
if he'd come after me next. Before I ducked out of sight I noticed that the arm attached to
that hand was covered in white powder. When I heard the kitchen door open and close
again, I crept onto the couch and looked over the top of it, so that I could see down the
hallway. At the very end there was an enormous hole, with a chunk ofthe drywall hanging
by a thread. No sign ofmy sisters. Theywere still in then* room, behind the lockeddoor.
Another afternoon. PorkyPig was just signing off for the LoonyToonsgangwhena
car pulledup in the driveway. Al,who had beena sandy-haired heap on the couch.
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disappearedwithout a sound. My oldest sister.Rose, flew down the hall toward our room, a
book under one arm and her waist length auburn hair fluttering behind. I switched offthe
television before running out the back door. Our father was home from work. It was easier
to disappear until mom called us for supper than to physically and emotionally tiptoe around
dad for an hour. Sometimes, Doug and Diane would just avoid coming home for supper
altogether.
"So, there you are. I wonder that you bothered to come home at all," I heard my
father say one evening.
I was scribbling in a coloring book at the dining room table, long after the dishes had
been cleared. The bright light and expansive work area made me feel like a wildlife
photographer shooting film, or a professional artist in a studio drawing lions and zebras on a
grassy plain. Never mind that my film and pen were courtesy ofCrayola. It didn't matter
that the zebras were indistinguishable from black spotted dogs and that the lions looked like
lemon-yellow sheep, I was having a great time. And with A1 spending the night at a friend's
house, I had the added luxury ofnot having to put up with his angry taunts and tickle
attacks. It had been so quiet until my father's harsh voice, coming from the kitchen, broke
through the calm.
'1 suppose you're here just to raid your mother's purse again."
'Tuck you!" That was Douglas' voice. "She's never got much anyway. You never
let a dime squeeze through your goddamn fingers."
I slid out ofmy chair and slowlywalked to the sliding pocket door that could be
closed to separate kitchen from dining room. It was open just enough that I could see my
brother's messy brown hair and taunting smile. His slender, muscular frame was tensed up
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and he was shaking.
"As long as you live in this house, you will not talk to me that way. I won't tolerate
such nonsense," my father boomed. He had taken a step closer to Douglas, and I could seem
him now. His presence, like a huge, swarthy Cossack, was menacing.
Douglas didn't budge. He just doubled his grin, leaned toward our father, and fairly
whispered, 'Waddya gonna do about it, old man?"
"You just watch your step."
"Why? You might do something like this..." Douglas threw a punch.
Next thing we all knew, my brother was on the kitchen floor, leveled by a Cossack
jab.
"Get out! Now!"
Even I thought it was a good idea to follow my father's advice, and I ran to hide in
my room as angry words continued to echo through the house.
Soon afterward, just short ofhis eighteenth birthday, my brother would find himself
on the USS Kitty Hawk, headed for Southeast Asia. It amounted to the exchange ofone war
zone for another.
The stone-faced, gray-haired man in the group came suddenly to life and sat up in his
chair, interrupting my flashbacks. "I've got a question," he spat in a gravelly voice. 'Do
you believe in God? How do you thinkHe feels about your sex changeT^
Oh, great. A Bible thumper. I dealt with enough ofthat as a kid. If only this guy
knew. I probably had a better grounding in the Bible and Protestant Christian doctrine than
he had as a child.
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"Where did you go?" my mother had asked me, later that same night, after the fight
between my brother and father. Her eyes were swollen and red, her voice hoarse. "You left
all your crayons on the table. And, why do you look so sad, honey?"
"I'm scared," I answered, peeking over my bed covers. "Everybody fights all the
time. A1 teases me when you're not home... says it's my fault..." I began to cry.
"Oh, everything's all right," my mother cooed. "Just pray to Jesus. That's what I do
when I'm sad or afi*aid. Jesus loves you. He'll keep you safe. All you have to do is
believe."
Oh, I believed! I thought that if I prayed to Jesus and tried to act like the perfect girl,
my mother wouldn't be mad at me, my family would quit fighting, and everyone would like
me better. Maybe, I thought, I'd even forget that I was a boy. I didn't see any changes,
though—in myself or in my family—and I certainly didn't feel any safer. Pulling the covers
up over my head each night, I prayed for Jesus to help me, and sometimes cried myselfto
sleep.
Jesus, Jesus, Jesus. There were so many promises tied up in the name that I heard at
least once every day, and many more times on Sunday.
'T>fow, as the organ is playing," the preacher said nearly every Sunday to quietly
wind up his sermon, '*I invite you to come down fi'ont, here. If you're sick and sad, just
come on down. The deacons will pray with you. Confess the black sins that are poisoning
your life. Lay them dovwi at the cross of Jesus. He died and suffered," his voice began to
crescendo, "that your sins might be forgiven. Ask Jesus into your heart right now and he'll
make all things new! You'll be a new man in Christ! Peacewill fill your heart, all fear and
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sadnesswill melt away." A drop of sweat rolledslowlyoff the end ofhis nose as he draped
his arms over the podium, leaned closer to the microphone, and whispered hoarsely, 'Tlease
come!"
I looked across the sanctuary, with its red, plush, theater-style seats and thick red
carpeting, to the river scenepainted abovethe baptismal pool, where, on other Sundays,
people waded in and were plunged backward into the water by the minister. Over at the
organ,mymotherwas playing "Just As I Am." The congregation swayedslightlyand
somberly sang "O, Lamb ofGod, I come, I come." In my heart, I was continually coming to
Jesus, and I wondered how many times I would have to confess my sins before He would
forgive me, accept me, and make all the horrible things in my life go away. Maybe I just
wasn't doing it right, somehow. Maybe I was such a terrible person that God didn't want to
forgive me. I mean, I couldn't figure out what I'd done wrong, exactly, but I must have
done somethinghQCdMSQ life was so awfiil. Maybe it was nothing I'd done, but just me.
God seemed angry with who I was. I'd have to keep tr5ang to be good as a girl—to be a
good girl.
'1 wouldn't attempt to speak for the Creator," I told the group. "There's no conflict
with my spiritual life, though. It would take a long time to explain, but my acceptance of
myself as a transsexual man was part of a process of spiritual growth."
Impatient with the last question, a woman with glasses and long, braided red hair,
looked at the gray-haired man and sighed loudly. Cocking her head to one side, she asked
me, "Were you a tomboy or did you try to do a lot ofgirl things?"
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Everyone was stuck on my childhood. 'It would take more than a twenty minute Q
and A sessionto explaineverythingthat I can remember, but Til try to hit the highlights—
sort of the rites ofpassage. My childhoodwas a mixed bag. I had a fairly open-minded
mother, like I told you, but the roles and rules for women and men were pretty clearly
defined by the church I attended, and all of the mediawere projecting the same sorts of
images. It was really awkward, and I have no doubt that it screwed me up, but I tried pretty
hard to do the girl thing."
Trying to be a gu-1 was tough going for many, many years. I remember trying to
make myselfwear skirts and fi-illy clothes, and to say that I liked anything else that people
told me was "for girls." When I was five, my mother made an Easter dress for me that had
white flowers on a black background, with puffy sleeves and a large yellow grosgrain ribbon
for a belt. Lacey ankle socks and shiny black shoes finished off the ensemble. I remember a
photograph ofmyself in this dress, standing awkwardly, with head tilted and eyes squinting
in the bright sun, shoulder-length hair stiffening out of the flip my mother had tried to curl
into it. A later photograph shows me in a crop top and hip-hugger bell-bottoms, hand on
hip, looking more comfortable, with attitude. Everyone said that I was cute and sassy.
Guess I was beginning to catch on.
In any case, I continued to like and want things that were 'Tor boys." Football was
the growing passion, and the Packers were my team. Greg, who lived across the street,
wanted to be the next Joe Namath.
get the pants and the cleats, you get the pads and the jersey."
'*What about the helmet?" I asked.
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"Go without, that way it'll be even—two things each."
Greg went into his house and came back out in the cleats, green socks, and padded
white pants of the kid-sized Jets uniform. With his reddish, buzzed haircut and round,
freckled face, he looked more like a fugitive bat boy than the apprentice to Broadway Joe,
but he owned the uniform so he was the quarterback.
"Go long!"
I sprinted down the sidewalk and turned back in time to pull the ball out of the air,
but the play wasn't over. Greg had suddenly become a free safety; his porch was the end
zone. I ran right for him.
Crack! Grunt.
Greg had heaved his upper body into my chest, lifted me offmy feet, and dumped
me on my butt. Fat lot ofhelp the pads were. It took a while for me to catch my breath.
When I opened my eyes, Greg was standing over me.
'TFIeld onto the ball. I'll give you that."
Gasp.
Football with only two players could get old pretty quickly. When it did, Greg
would grab his steel army helmet and cap pistol, I would pick up a stick for a rifle, and
we'd head for a nearby construction site to play commando. We scrambled through the
openings in walls that would soon be windows and went over the sides of trenches that ran
between the buildings—^trenches that had been dug for water and sewage pipes. Rocks
sailed through the air in high arcs and detonated with our best vocal imitation ofan
explosion. Greg was the company commander who made me his first sergeant as the war in
Viet Nam went raging on. My oldest brother was a sailor on the KittyHawk, and that was
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okay, but I was a soldier. Soldiers got to drive tanks, use flame throwers, and throw several
types ofgrenades—^the army had the best toys.
I think it was the summer after we finished first grade when Greg announced that he
had to quit playing with me. Someof the other guystold him hewas a sissy, that he
shouldn't be spending so much time with girls. Greg beat the guys up, but he still wouldn't
play with me. I didn't have any other good fi^iends, and it would become increasingly harder
to make friends as my father began to change jobs and the family began to move to one
house, one town after another. Wherever we went, kids thought that I was "different," and
teased me, even though they couldn't say howI was different. When they weren't teasing,
they just pretended that I didn't exist.
"Mr. Mills," I complained one day, ''the other kids tease me, or act like I'm
invisible. They don't like me because I'm different. What's so different about me?"
The old face ofthis fifth grade teacher crinkled into a smile that was meant to be
reassuring. "Well," he began in a dry, dusty voice, '"You're new here, that's all. I think that
you're trying too hard. Don't worry about doing things that will make them like you, just be
yourself That's all you have to do."
I walked out ofMr. Mills' classroom in a daze, feeling fiustrated and very much
alone. This was as real as I could get. The rules for how I should behave seemed to have
changed, but no one had told me. I was unsure of the original rules, anjway, and forgotten
why I'd tried so hard to follow them, so I guess it didn't matter. I just couldn't win with
people at school. Good thing I could spend a few afternoons a week at the stables.
"Okay, push down and forward into the saddle with your butt—^that should
encourage Max to go over the jump." My instructor, a big woman in jeans and boots, with
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long, wispy blonde hair, leaned on the split rails of the riding ring and chewed on a
toothpick.
I turned the small gelding with the big attitude back toward the four foot fence and
applied pressure as instructed. Max and I slid right into the fence in a cloud ofdust. His
front hooves just touched the wood.
The instructor walked over and patted the horse's chestnut behind. 'This is English
Pleasure, Max, not Western Pleasure, and you're not a cutting horse." Max bent his neck,
turned his long face toward her, and curled his upper lip. She ignored him and turned to me,
"Try it again. This time, tap Max's behind with the crop, lightly. That should be enough to
get him over."
We did another slide. Dust flew and a few small dirt clods clattered into the wood
fence. Max had been a schooling horse for too long. He was tired of teaching youngsters
how to ride, and had decided to go on strike. This was a war of the wills.
I turned Max and circled back around. Cantering up to the jump I swung the hand
with the crop alongside my leg and applied pressurewith my butt. He saw that crop, felt the
pressure, and knew I was serious. We cleared the jump with a foot to spare.
'Didn't know you had it in you, did you. Max?" My instructor teased. She patted
my leg and added, "Bet you didn't, either. Great job."
I was good at riding and I loved learning how to work with and take care of the big
animals. The stables were a separate world where my family and friends didn't exist, where
I felt welcome and competent, and where gender didn't matter. Here, no one complained
that I walked like a guy, with my feet wide apart. In the stalls I didn't have to listen to a
lecture on how I pitched my voice down too low for a girl, and how speaking that way
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would wear on my vocal chords. The horses didn't care how I spoke, walked, or dressed.
Unfortunately, my father thought that riding was a waste oftime and money—even
when I covered the cost by working for my instructor. Driving me to the stables was an
inconvenience to my mother. It was all over too soon. My outlet was gone, just as life was
about to get more difficult than ever before: Puberty was about to set in.
'Bave you been planning to get a bra soon, Carol?" One ofthe seventh grade girls
asked me as I walked down the hallway at school. Like me, she was already taller than most
of the boys our age. Unlike me, she was curvy and blonde, and definitely benefited from a
little foundational support.
*Think I need one?" I gasped. I was only in the sixth grade, and I hadn't even
thought about wearing a bra; it never entered my mind that I'd ever need one.
"Oh, yes," she answered in that superior seventh-grader tone, "you're really starting
to show. Better talk to your mom."
My mother was surprised when I mentioned my busty classmate's suggestion, but
looked me up one side and down the other, and then drove me off to the store.
^'We'll go to a really good store and have you fitted properly," she assured me as we
pulled up to an upscale department store. The whole thing was beginning to feelway too
complicated. I self-consciously hunched over and defensively drew in my shoulders as we
wended our way through the cosmetics counters and started up the escalator.
"Now zhen, vhat can I do for you?" The short, round saleswoman with the tightly
curled grajdng hair stepped from behind her counter. She had a good grip on either end of
the measuring tape that she wore around her neck and peered over reading glasses that
barely clung to her nose. I got the feeling that no one who entered her territory went
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unchallenged.
"My daughter needs a bra."
'Und vhat size does she take?"
'1 don't know. She's hasn't needed one 'til now."
"Ahhhh," the red face of the woman finally turned to look at me. "Zo you are
becoming ze real woman, now."
I crossed my arms over my chest and dropped my eyes to study my shoes.
"Come mit me. I vhill meazure und fit you."
I looked back at my mother, begging with my eyes for her to save me. She just
nodded and smiled. Behind the curtain ofthe dressing room, the woman measured around
my body, first under the breasts, then at their fullest point—such as it was. Roughly
spinning me around, she even measured the width ofmy shoulders and distance firom my
neck to the middle ofmy back before bustling into the forest ofbras, panties, and other
shiny, slippery garments. I was glad she was gone. I hated having her touch me. Focusing
on my body was uncomfortable. I didn't want to think about it, and I certainly didn't want
anyone to see it or give it any attention. I wished I'd never said anything to my mother, and
I hated her for bringing me to this place.
"Put zhis on." The woman had returned and was dangling a small white elastic at
me. It looked more like a sling shot than the bras my mother and sisters wore. Theirswere
much bigger, satiny, and came with wires. When I took it fi*om her, she closed the curtain of
the dressing cubicle and waited outside.
I must have stared at that training bra for ages, until the woman coughed and said,
"Show me, pleaze." I just had time to climb into it before she threw back the curtain and
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began to untwist the elastic straps andyank it back and forth on my chest. Then she invited
mymother to come in and have a look. It was cold. Theywere staringat mybody. I
thought that I was going to be sick.
'"Yes," my mother broke the long silence, 'Ve'll take that one."
I darted back behind the curtain and frantically pulled on my shirt. All this trouble
for a lousy training bra. Why couldn't we have just picked one up at Kmart?
My mother and I traveled home in silence, but oncewe got there, every female
relative declared, "Ooooh, so you're a real woman, now!" When I got ready for bed that
night, I ripped off the bra and threw it in a comer.
Just about the same time that I acquired the bra, the school was showing films,
separately, to groups of sixth grade boys and girls,which explained puberty. The pink and
lavender dia^am of ovaries and vagina seemed so surreal. A little, round, white dot (an
egg) broke free from its home in the ovary and bounced through the crookedly drawn
fallopian tube. A disembodied voice full of static describedmenstruation over the loud
speakers. This was such a strange, foreign subject for a cartoon.
"Where are all the boys?" I whispered to the girl on my right. I wanted to see what
they were seeing.
"They're watching their own film," she hissed back, then giggled with the girl next
to her. Soon, all the girls around me were giggling.
I went home that day and took a good look at my body, as if for the first time. The
image in the mirror was mine, but, for just a moment, I was looking at my body from outside
of it, from far away. It seemed okay, but it wasn't quite right somehow. I thought about
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how the film said it would continue to change, to become more curvy and rounded. Though
I wasn't sure why, I cried.
Throughout my childhood I'd had vague illnesses that mystified the doctors and
aggravated my parents (fatigue, severe growing pains, chronic diarrhea, light-headedness,
and stomach upset), but they suddenly began to get worse and more fi-equent after my
eleventhbirthday,when I beganmenstruating. For a brief time—in the midst ofgoing
through tests to determine why I had severe stomach pain and acid reflux—I remember
thinking that I could not believe I was growing breasts; they shouldn't be there. Andwhat
about my penis and testicles? Why could I now feel my "package," sense it was there, when
I didn't have one? It was too mind bending—and too scary to even consider telling my
mother. She'd think I was a freak, like when I used to pee standing up. I hadn't thought
about that in a long time. I certainly wasn't about to tell a doctor I had a phantom penis and
knew that I was really a guy; the doc would think I'd gone psycho. The diagnosis? Stress
from social problems at school and conflict at home, resulting in a duodenal ulcer and
esophageal spasms. The doctor suggested a bland diet and counseling. My own
prescription? Forget the penis; there was nothing I could do about my situation, anyway. I
may be stuck like this, but I could try to shut the past out, override it by making 'Voman"
work for me. I wouldn't let myself be held back by all the stupid rules about what women
could and could not do. Angry and determined, I'd be my own sort ofwoman, a woman
unlike any other.
'Tm sorry," Kelley broke in, but it's almost one o'clock, so we've only got time for
one more question."
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The woman who'd asked about mymother's reaction to me as a child looked up,
leaned forward, and rested her elbows on her knees before asking, "How does your mother
feel about you, now... .1mean, as a man?"
''Well, the answer is complicated. My family is still pretty dysfunctional—^uh,
enmeshed—so I haven't had a lot of contactwith my mother since I left home. Just the
occasional letter or card. I began to transition in the month ofOctober, and the Christmas
after that she sent me a card, asking me to tell her about my life. I didn't write back
immediately, because I was, well, you see, it's possible to call the police, tell them you have
a close relative who says they're transsexual, and they're legally able to take your relative to
a hospital for 72 hours ofobservation in a psychiatricward. I actuallyknow two people
whose families did this. They were released pretty quickly, but it was a traumatic
experience.
"No kidding," a man off to my right exclaimed in disbelief shaking his head back
and forth.
"Most people like to wait a while," I continued, '"til their transition is in fiill swing,
before they come out to family. Ifthe cops come to the door looking for a crazy woman
who thinks she's a guy, and a man with a beard opens it, they're not going to dispute the fact
that he's male."
A snorty sort of laugh and assorted chuckles filled the room.
'T did start to write a letter the next summer, after my mother sent that card I
mentioned, the one asking me to tell her what my life was like. It took over a month of
writing and re-writing because I didn't want it to sound angry, or make my mother think that
I was blaming her for anything. But I didn't want to be apologizing for my existence,
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either. It was incredibly hard to knowwhat to say, and how to say it. Finally, I sent it out in
August."
Hope all is goingwell withyou this hot, hot summer. I'm doinggreat, andfinally
have an opportunity to write toyou. Thepast couple ofyears have been very busyandfull
ofmajor changes...are you still certain that you'd like to hear about my life? I'll begin with
the less startling news, but you 7/ definitely want to he sitting down to readabout the rest!
I'm a year awayfromfinishing a bachelor's degree in English Literature, witha
minor in African-American Studies. Somehow, I've managed to keep my G.P.A. over 3.5,
andwas awardedan undergraduate research assistantshipfor the upcomingyear. Next
year, I may go on to gradschool orjustfind a job that involves a lot ofwriting, which is
what I most enjoy doing.
There's really no way to ease into the more mind-blowing sort ofnews, so I'lljust
have tojump right in... You know that I've been working through a lot ofissues in
counseling, on and off, over the years. Well, the most difficult ofthese issuesfor me toface
anddeal with directly has been mygender identity. I have always struggledwithfeelings
that I shouldhave been born with a male body. Diagnosedas transsexual, I am now
workingwith several health professionals, including an endocrinologist andmy therapist.
As difficult as this may be to believe or understand, I have been "in transition "for some
time, andam now living as a male. I've attacheda short article about what it means to be
transsexual, andhope that it will help to answer most of the questions thatyou probably
have.
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I hope thatyou will notfeel as though I'm blamingyou or trying to makeyoufeel
guilty about anything. I'm writing because you askedabout my life, and because I want you
to know thatyour daughter, CarolAnn, is nowyour son: My legal name is Johnny D.
Rogers, my voice has deepened into the range ofa baritone, I have grown a goatee, andI
actually dofunction in the world as a male. I am healthier andhappier than I have ever
been in my life. Mypartner. Donna, andI have been working through the changes andare
growing together. I've encountereda lot more tolerance andsupport than I imaginedI
wouldfrom oldfriends andpeople on campus. I hope that you will be able to take this all in
andmake the transition with me.
Ifyou don't want or need to write back to me, I will certainly understand.
All my best,
Johnny
really didn't expect her to reply. When I did hear back from her, at Christmas," I
explained to the group, "I got a card addressed to 'Carol Ann.'"
"Oh," the woman responded with a pained look on her face, "she can't take it, then." Was
she upset for me or my mother? Maybe she felt for us both. "Yeah. My mother's
had to deal with a lot ofheavy stuff in her life, so I wasn't surprised. Must've been too
much for her. I was just glad she didn't tell me I was going to hell, had totally ruined her
life, or something like that."
"Mmm," the woman shook her headas shegatheredup her papers andpurse. "Just
give her time. Trust me, I'm a mother."
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"Thank you, Johnny, for coming today," Kelley threw in. There was scattered, polite
applause and the scraping ofchair legs as the group broke up. ''Next week's Brown Bag
Discussion will be..."
I tuned out Kelley's voice, grabbed my transparencies, stuffed them in an envelope,
and tried to remember where my backpack was.
"Thanks, Johnny," Kelley told me on my way out the door. "This was so cool. You
even managed to get a word out of the Fred Phelps mole."
'TJh, the older guy who asked about God's opinion ofme? He's in with the
Westboro Baptist crowd?" I was glad that I hadn't known this before. The Rev. Fred Phelps
and the congregation ofWestboro Baptist Church, in Kansas, are well known for their picket
lines at the funerals ofAIDS victims, as well as any sort of event that is remotely connected
with lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) folks. At ISU's last commencement
ceremony, they had brought along small children, four or five years old, to hold signs that
read things like '"Burn in Hell, ISU Faggots" and "God Hates Fags." Phelps' reason? The
recent success of the Safe Zones Project, which had, at that time, put some 1,500 stickers in
offices around campus, indicating that the person who posted the sticker was supportive of
LGBT students, that they didn't need to censor their speech or be afi'aid ofpersecution.
Because ISU is a fairly conservative school, Phelps's condemnation seemed ironic to some
and offensive to all.
"Yeah, can't remember his name, but he's come to every discussion we've had on
women's issues, sexuality, and civil rights. First time I've heard him speak. Your answer
didn't give him much room to respond, though."
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"Glad of that, believe me."
Kelley nodded, '^ Me too." She threw her arms around my neck in a quick hug and
added, ^Well, I have to dash off to class, now. Thanks again, Johnny."
"Oh, you're very welcome," I smiledweakly. Shewaved and swooshed out the
door, her long hair flying and her colorful sarong flapping like a parrot's wings. Alone in
the room, I flipped the light switch and pulled the door closed, mumbling to myself, *Tm
just going home for a couple of days, now—^to recover."
Talking about my life, breaking the silence surrounding transsexualism was great,
but it took Sl lot of energy to stick my neck out. I never knew how people would respond.
Still, there was something that kept me going, something that had often encouraged me not
to shy away from things that were difficult or uncomfortable.
I turned down the long corridor leading to the front entrance ofthe Memorial Union.
The afternoon sun was lighting up the stained glass panels over the names ofISU graduates
who had died in all of the armed conflicts since World War One. The voice of a family
friend, a World War Two bomber pilot whom I'd gotten to know when I was a teenager,
echoed in my mind as my footsteps rang through the granite and marble corridor. '1 know
you're sick ofhearing people say you should be yourself, so I'll tell you not to worry about
being different—or what others may say is different. A lot has already been sacrificed to
make this world safe for people who seem different from others. It's an old fight that we
can't ever give up on."
Beyond the stained glass, out under the sun, wisps ofwhite floated slowly across the
sky and the deepest ofthe campanile bells tolled the hour.
37
HORMONE CITY
"So, ifyou're male, how do you want to be called?" Domia, my girlfriend, was the
first person to ask me that question, and the speed ofmy response surprised both ofus.
"John." I just knew, at once, what it should be.
As I tried it on, though, by rolling it around in my thoughts and being called John by
Donna and one ofmy friends on campus, it became clear that the name sounded too serious.
So I opted for Johnny. My Grandfather Rogers' family came from the South, and though
John is the family name, Johnny would certainly not be unheard ofin southern states. As I
thought more about the southern family ties, I realized that the old Confederate soldier's
nickname of "Johnny Reb" was also appropriate. I have often seemed like a rebel to many
people, frequently crossing social boundaries in the process ofjust being myself Besides,
taking a name that was somewhat gender neutral, rather than traditionally masculine, was
the perfectly natural thing for me to do.
I was surprised when Donna was so comfortablewith my new name that she
suggested a middle initial for me: D, for David. I thoughtthat shewould be freakingout.
We had met as lesbians, after all. But Donna seemed, since I'd told her I was male, to be
taking all ofmy gender identity exploration in stride. She evenwent to the store with me to
pickout some clothes that weremore masculine, that helped to de-accentuate the curves of
my body and makeme feel a bit more comfortable, more congruent. I had alreadybeen
wearing a lot of men's clothing, but hadnever tried to wearthingsthat gavemybodythe
appearance of beingmale. When we got home with the clothes I beganto tiy themon, to
see what worked and what didn't.
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"Okay, how about these?" I asked as I strolled into the living room in Dockers and
an oxford.
"Well, it would be alright," she answered as she left her chair and walked toward me,
her head cocked to one side, "ifyou weren't wearing your pants up around your armpits."
Before I knew what was happening, she had grabbed my pants and yanked them in the
direction ofmy ankles.
"What the hell...?"
She just ignored my response and stepped back to take another look. "There," she
announced, "much better. You look good."
Better for whom? I was sure that the crotch of the pants was down around my knees
and that my butt would be showing if it weren't for my shirttails. And the six-inch wide Ace
bandage that strapped my breasts close to my chest didn't feel very comfortable, either. The
heavy white cotton undershirt I wore over the bandage made me feel like Nanuck of the
North, wrapped up in layers. I felt foolish. Huffing my way back to the bedroom, I stopped
in the hall to look in the mirror. The sight was amazing. My hips had narrowed and my
chest had been deflated. I stood there and stared. Maybe everj^hing would be okay.
"See," Donna said as she stepped behind me and peered over my shoulder, "you look
good."
What a pair we made. Althoughwe were the same height, her square shoulders,
blonde hair, and tanned complexion contrastedwith my lightweight frame, dark hair, and
acne-prone face.
"We look like a dyke and a little gay boy," Donna laughed and hugged me from
behind.
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A dyke and a gay boy. Donna already saw us differently, as a couple, and we'd only
known each other for four or five months. I thought about how we met, and wondered how
much our relationship would change as I transitioned.
I had been on the way to class when the lilting voice ofa fnend had floated down the
hall. "You are coming to hear the speaker this weekend, aren't you, Carol Ann? SomeoneI
think you should meet will be there." With her petite frame, dark hair, and twinkling eyes.
Barb looked like a black Irish leprechaun. She taught ComparativeReligion on campus,
and, because ofher mischievous, friendly ways, knew everyone within a three-hundred mile
radius. ''You andDonna have a lot in common. She likes to go hiking, has a couple ofdogs
and cats, and is addicted to coffee. Perfectly compatible." Her hands were drawn together
under her chin in a prayerful pose, and I could swear that her eyelashes had just fluttered a
bit.
It always annoyed me when anyone tried to play matchmaker, and this was the third
time that my friend had mentioned this woman. Maybe the truth would fend her off. *3arb,
the last time a lesbian set me up with someone I ended up marrying the guy!" What I was
really thinking, as she made a dirty face at me and stalked off toward her office in an
exaggerated huff, was that this person might actually be worth getting to know. I wouldn't
have to wait more than a week to find out.
I knew it was Donna the moment I saw her sitting in my matchmaking friend's
office. I just stepped in the door, got one lookat short, blonde hair, cerulean eyes, a single
earring and a confident, easy going manner, and decided that this had to be her.
"Good morning." Donna's low, smoothvoicemademy knees buckle.
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'Donna, this is Carol Ann." Barb said without turning around to look at me. She
was too busy fumbling around with a new video camera that had been procured to record
this morning's lecture by a visiting scholar.
**Hey. It's good to meet—This exchange was interrupted by a curse. Donna and I
looked at Barb, then back at each other. Shewas hopeless when it came to electronics. I
grabbed the instructions. Donna grabbed the box, and the two ofus got the camera up and
running.
An hour or so later, after the lecture had ended and the video camera was safely back
in its storage case again. Donna offered to take me home. It was a short drive so there
wasn't much time to chat and, as I stepped out of her truck, Donna invited me to call her
sometime. It was a polite thing to say, and I never dreamed that this successfiil engineer
would have any interest in a non-traditional, penniless, undergraduate English major.
Besides, it sounded as though she had a busy, full life already. After a few lunch dates, a
movie, and a short hiking trip, I was telling myself that I wasn't looking to start a new
relationship. I had recentlygotten closureon an old relationship andwas resolving some
major issues in my life. The logic of this, however, took a back seat, and after another few
weeks, I had moved into Donna's place. And even before then, she knew that there was
something different about me.
From the beginningof our relationship. Donnanoticed that I struggled with how I
was presenting myself, howI dressed and, sometimes, howI behaved. During myfirst
Saturday morning laundry ritual in the house, she thought my facial expression changed as I
folded myunderwear, which was designed formen. ''Youknow," Donna suggested.
41
smoothing out a T-shirt on the table, "most butch dykes just wear men's clothes, they don't
ever talk about it or mentally struggle with how they're presenting their gender."
"Well," I answered, "it's an issue for me, alright?" I felt the blood rushing into my
ears and neck as t puta pair ofdark blue socks together. 'I've just started wearing men's
underwear again, like I did when I was in the army." My ears began to buzz as soon as the
words were out ofmy mouth.
'Really?" There was a pause as Donna finished folding one T-shirt, picked another
one out ofthe laundry basket, and shook out the wrinkles, '^ver felt like you're supposed to
be a guy?"
I looked at Donna sideways as she continued to fold. "Uh.. .yeah. Long time ago."
In the few seconds that it took to say those words, I felt a rush ofexcitement and fear.
'1 had a couple oftranssexual fi'iends back in the eighties. Both were FtMs—
female-to-male. They told me all about how they got injections oftestosterone and had Sex
Reassignment Surgery. I did some reading about it, too." She put the shirt in the basket, sat
down at the table, and watched me fold.
"I thought only men had surgery to become women. Like that tennis player..what's
her name? Renee Richards."
"Oh, no. There are lots ofFtMs. There just haven't been any famous ones."
"So it's possible," I mumbled and sat down, shoving the basket ofunfolded laundry
to the side.
"What? Oh, yeah," Donna confirmed, "it's possible, alright."
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The simple mental act of admitting to another person that I thought I was male
opened a floodgate offeelings and memories. For a few weeks, it was like riding a roller
coaster. Yes, I thought, it was safe to be myselfwith Donna. I could explore gender
identity issues. I could actually live as a male. Then, several days later, I'd shut down,
denying all that I'd felt and talked about. Donna was fhistrated that I was "flip-flopping"
between modes ofgender expression and wanted me to land somewhere—anywhere. But, I
just couldn't couldn't be transsexual.. .it was a body image problem.. .1 had "penis
envy".. .or I was just giving in to old messages about lesbians being sinful. That's it! I was
a cross dresser who got offon wearing men's clothes. No—I actually felt that my body
wasn't configured right... like when I was a kid... how did I manage to keep that buried so
long? What was I going to do about this?
As I came back around to acceptance, the sense of incongruity that re-emerged was
disturbing. My body was normal, and well-proportioned, but how could I live with the
certainty that I should not have such big breasts, when they were right there, when they were
actually part ofmy body? And why hadn't I grown a penis when I was a kid? It should be
there. The outline ofit was burned into my braia Toomuch on top, too little on the
bottom. I tried to make a joke of it, but my brain ached from the effort to reconcile its
understanding ofwho I was with the body that it was attached to. No matter how hard I had
tried over the years, I hadn't been able to shut this incongruity dovra. I just couldn't deny
who I was any longer. I'd finally have to deal with this head on.
I cried, sitting in a heap on the couch, for what seemed like hours. It was so unfair
that anyone should have to experience this. Why was I put in this shittyposition? I mustbe
crazy. This can't be happening to me. It can't be real. How can it evenbe possible?
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When I was out oftears, my eyes dry, itchy, and swollen, I laid down on my back.
Puttingmy hands behind my head and staringat the swirling patterns of the textured ceiling,
different thoughts and feelings began to surface. This was real. This wasn't fair. At least
now, after all these years, I could possibly do something about it. Wasted years? That
didn't matter. I had to dealwith now, the presentmoment. Nothingelse had worked. I'd
have to do it. I wanted to do it. I wanted to quit playing a role. I wanted to be myself, to
have a real life, not a make-believe one. Authenticity could be dangerous. Queers always
got beaten up, or worse. Would I be another name on the list? Doesn't matter. I'm sick of
being like this. Fuck everybody. I'm going to be who I am. Transition.
Though it seemed to happen all at once, I'd actually come to accept my gender
identity over time. A month or so before my rediscovery, I'd begun talking with an intern at
the Student Counseling Center. Caleb and I were trying to discover why I'd become so
depressed. After talking about a lot of the old family issues that I'd already worked through,
I still didn't have a clue about why there seemed to be this great, huge ball ofpain inside of
me. Now, I'd figured it out.
When I got up the courage to tell the intern what I was experiencing, he surprised me
by slapping his knee emphatically and saying, '1 knew it! I just knew it from the day you
came into my office." After he was done congratulating himself he asked, "So, how would
you like to deal with this?"
'1 was hoping," I crossed my arms over my chest, '*that would have some ideas
about that." He looked at me and sat in silence. The clock on the wall behind him ticked
loudly as the second hand slowly paced around the dial. It was incorporated into a poster, in
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the upper, left-hand comer, where sunlight was just breaking through dark thunderheads.
Tall white letters near the bottom echoed the ancient demand ofa Hebrew patriarch,
"Choose this day whom you shall serve..."
Finally, he leaned toward me, stroked his sparse, black goatee, and suggested, 'Have
you tried wearing lacy underwear? Just as a start?"
My eyes rolled involuntarily and I groaned. '1 tried to femme myselfout years ago,
especially when I was married."
"Really?" He sat straight up in his chair. "I find that hard to believe."
"I haven't always had buzzed hair. I used to wear makeup, high heels—the works. If
that had helped, I wouldn't be here." I'd quickly reached exasperation. 'Is there anyone
else here at the center who has experience with gender issues? I think I need to talk with
someone who knows about this stuff."
"My internship here will be up in another few weeks," Caleb barked, "so you'd have
to work with someone else in any case." He got up and stood behind his desk, shuffling
papers. "I'm going into practice at an evangelical heath care center. I'll check with my
supervisor and give you a call in a day or two." Standing up, he added, "And once you've
worked through the gender issues, you'll have a lot to square with God, you know."
I stared at him and then walked out of the office, deciding it wasn't worth wrangling
about professionalism. He was outta here. Fortunately, there did turn out to be a therapist at
the center who actuallyhad experience with transgender issues, and I was anxiousto find
out what she would be like to work with. I only had to wait for a week to find out.
"Hello... Johnny?"
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I looked up from Time magazine, a little startled, into the face of a tall, slender
woman with tiny rectangular glasses and straight, auburn hair down to her waist. 'Uh,
yeah," I stammered and stood up to shake the hand that she was offering me.
'Tm Julie Hardin." Julie released my hand and gestured toward the hallway that led
out of the reception area at Student Counseling. She headed for her office, inviting, "Come
on back."
At the door to her office Julie stopped and ushered me in. She flipped out the little
red plastic flag at the top ofher door, a sign that she was with a client, and let the door swing
shut. As she went to her desk for my file and sat down opposite me, I checked things out.
The overhead fluorescents were turned off, and a large lamp in one comer of the room gave
out a soft light. A thick area rug was under my feet. Patterned throws hung over the backs
of three chairs, arranged in a semi-circle. A wall calendar from an international human
rights organization was open to the month of July. Two bookcases helped divide the room
into a work area with desk and the area in which we sat. On one shelfof a bookcase was the
poem "When I Am Old, I Shall Wear Purple."
"Alright," Julie sighed and settled into her chair. I refocused my attention. On the
table to her right was a lamp, a small clock, and a bright copper tray full of smoothly
polished wony stones. Milky quartz, deep blue, and mottled green and brown rocks lay on
top ofthe small pile. Julie picked up the green and brown stone and began to work it slowly
between her palms. 'Tve read your file and Caleb's comments, but I'd like for you to tell
me how you got to the place you're at, andwhat you're lookingfor from me."
"Over the summer, I've been dealing with the fact that I'm really male," I said to my
tennis shoes. WhenI lookedup, Julie was nodding. "This isn'tjust out of the blue. I've
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been working on emotional stuff for a lot of years—^I'm sure you read that in my file. I
don't know.. .it's been like peeling away layers of an onion. I work on one issue and life
gets better, and then I work on something else. I thought I'd covered all of the major stuff,
but then—all summer I've been working through a ball ofpent-up emotions, mostly sadness,
that just seemed to burst last May. I've had these time where I just sit and cry, and rock.
Afterwards, I feel wiped out, but relieved, too. Like I've let go of some old crap."
Julie put her worry stone back on its tray and rested her hands in her lap. ^"Has this
been part ofyour emerging gender identity, or do you think it's unrelated to that?"
"It's all the same thing. The crying jags started about the time I realized that I
couldn't stuffmy 'maleness' anymore."
"Alright," Julie nodded. "So what would you like for us to work on—specifically?"
"Well," I began, "because I've had to work through a lot ofold baggage, and
becauseI spent a month in a psychward several years ago...well...I'm sure, right now, that
I'm male, and want to physically transition to living as a guy, but I want you to help me
make sure that I'm not wanting to transitionbecauseofany past crap. I want to sort through
some things. Besides, I have to have three months ofcounseling before I can start hormone
therapy, anyway."
"Okay," Julie responded, sitting forward with her elbows on her knees, 'I'll be
happy to workwith you. Most of my experience is in substance abuse and eating disorders,
but I've counseled a lot of gaymenand lesbians, andhave had some experience with
transgenderfolks. The issue oftransitioning to avoid something is definitely one of the
things weneed to sortoutbefore you begin working witha medical doctor, soyour concern
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is reasonable. I do want you to know that, although Grender Identity Disorder is in the
DSM.. .you know what that is, I suspect."
'The, uh," I screwed up my face and cocked my head to one side, trying to
remember, '^he Diagnostic and Statistical Manual ofMental Disorders?"
"Right. Although the DSM lists GID as a disorder, I don't pathologize people who
are transsexual. In other words, I don't think that being transsexual means a person is,
quote-unquote, sick."
I was relieved. Having someone pin a DSM diagnosis on me was bad enough,
considering our culture's attitude toward mental illness, but having a therapist who actually
bought into that diagnosis would be much worse. I did not want to be pitied and parented, I
wanted someone to help me through the transition process. The world was likely to get
pretty weird as I navigated through liminal space on myway to living as a male. Now and
then a reality check, or at least a second opinion, would be beyond yalue. And I would need
someone to recommend me for hormone therapy and surgery. Physically transitioning is a
lengthy process,with checks and balances that often seemlike roadblocksall along the way.
These checks and balances, or Standards ofCare, were influenced by the
observations and recommendations of HarryBenjamin. A well-knownendocrinologist and
sexologist in New York, Benjamin wrote The TranssexualPhenomenon in 1966, the first
real pieceofmedical literature abouttranssexuals that attempted to be as comprehensive as
possible. Afterworking withmany transvestites andtranssexuals, noting the differences
between them, and considering thepossible origins of transsexualism that had already been
suggested (social, psychological, and physical), Benjamin concluded that the onlything
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medical professionals knew for sure was that no form ofpsychotherapy or counseling ever
served to "cure" transsexuals, that attempts at such a cure were unethical and cruel, and that
hormone therapy and/or genital reconstruction most often resulted in a happy, productive
life. When a group ofhealth professionals concernedwith gender identity disorders formed
an organization in the 1970s, they named it the Harry Benjamin International Gender
Dysphoria Association (HBIGDA) in honor ofBenjamin's work.
The HBIGDA published the first edition ofStandards ofCare in 1979, about the
same time that the American Psychological Association decided to classify transsexualism
as Gender Identity Disorder. The fifth and latest edition of the standards was published in
1998, and another major revision is already underway. The standards pretty much boil
down to two requirements. The first is that a person who is seeking hormone treatments
must have a letter from a licensed therapist, stating that the person has had at least three
months of therapy and has been diagnosed with Gender Identity Disorder. The second
requirement, for a person who is seeking any type of surgery, is that they have two letters
from health professionals, stating a diagnosis ofGender Identity Disorder and verifying that
the person has lived in the role of the sex they identify as for at least one year. One letter
must be from a Ph.D. or M.D. who has specialized in the behavioral sciences, and the other
from a licensed therapist or M.D. One ofthese professionals must have worked with the
person for at least six months. Unfortunately, a person can't rely on their insurance
company to help them through this lengthy, expensive process. Even when faced with a
diagnosis of a bonafide mental disorder, and certification that a person has met the
standards ofthe medical community for an accepted form oftreatment for that disorder,
insurance companies refuse to pay for that treatment, claiming that it is cosmetic or elective
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rather than medically necessary. Depending on who you're talking to in the health care
system, the standards may be received as guidelines, strict requirements, or, in the case of
insurance providers, irrelevant.
Most transsexuals see the HBIGDA standards as barriers. As I took the next step in
my transition, however, I was more concerned about encountering problems that had
nothing to do with these standards.
"And what are you here for today?" The medical records clerk asked when I walked
up to her check-in counter at the Student Health Center.
I ran my fingers through my rain-soaked hair and slipped out ofmy dripping jacket.
Outside, a September rain was washing away the August dirt and grime. "I'd like a private
consultationwith Dr. Adams." My voice wavered as I answered.
A confused look crossed the face ofthe clerk, but she recovered quickly and
motioned toward the waiting area.
I shook the leftover raindrops fi*om my jacket and hung it offthe back ofmy chair,
wondering ifDr. Adams' nursewould grill me oncewe got to the examination room. She
shouldn't. Donnahad reminded meof something I heard longago, that a person can askfor
a private consultation withtheirdoctor, and none of thenurses or support staffare allowed
to ask questions. Ever5^hing is supposedto be betweenthe patient and doctor. I was
worried enough about what hewould think, let alonethe nurses. Whether it was true or not,
most of thenurses at Student Health had the reputation ofbeing xenophobic. Black students
and gay students hadthe most complaints. If thenurses gave them grief, I figured that I was
really in for it.
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Fortunately, I had a bit more confidence in my doctor's professionalism. I'd seen
him quite a few times during the last spring semester, after I'd fallen on the ice and had a
disc in my back slip out a bit. He seemed like a good guy, and he had the reputation for
being one of the best doctors at the center: He actually listened and gave a damn.
"Carol Ann Rogers?" A nurse called.
Damn. Old name. I was already used to being called Johnny.
"Hello," the nurse smiled. I followed her down another hallway. She explained,
over her shoulder, "Since you've asked for a consult, I'll just take you to a room. No need
to weigh you or get a blood pressure. We can do that later—^if it's necessary." She stopped
in front of an examining room, and gestured for me to go in. "Have a seat. Dr. Adams
should be in to see you in a couple ofminutes."
I squirmed in the hard plastic chair, periodically glancing at my watch, for fifteen
minutes. Waiting felt like slow torture, but the nurse hadn't questioned me—that was a
good omen.
There was a soft knock at the door. "Carol Ann?" Dr. Adams stepped into the room,
shook my hand and sat dovrawith my file. "Sony to keep you waiting. How's your back
doing?"
'Tine, now."
"Well, then. What is it that you'd like to talk with me about?"
"Uh," I began, staring at the floor. You don Vget ifyou don't ask. I looked back up
at Adams. His dark eyeswere steady, peeringout past bushyblack eyebrows and over a
matchingbeard. His expressionlookedneutral. 'Tve been talkingwith a therapist at
StudentCounseling, working through somestuff. I signedan information release, in case
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you need to talk with her. I, uh, I'm, transsexual. I want to, uh, transition to living as a
man...physically, I mean. Could you give me a referral to an endocrinologist?" There. I'd
done it.
Adams's expression hadn't changed, but he was taking way too long to respond.
Finally, an emotion registered on his face: surprise. He sat back in his chair and let his arms
fall to his sides. "Well, I'll say that I'm certainly surprised, and that I don't know much
about transsexualism, but I'm willing to give you a referral. Now, you need to realize that I
will have to talk with your counselor, and that it may take a while to find someone who has
experience..."
^That's okay. I have to have a minimum ofthree months of counseling before
anyone will see me about it, anyway.
''Well, then, right now, I'd like to know a little more about how you came to this
decision.. .uh, how you feel like you're a man trapped in a woman's body. They don't talk
much about this in med school, as you might imagine." Adams flashed me a grin and I
relaxed.
We talked for about fifteen minutes, and a week later I had a referral to a Dr. Kelly at
the University ofIowa. Now all I needed was to give my therapist the name and address of
the doctor, so that she could get the obligatory letter ofrecommendation in the mail to him.
And then I'd have to wait until October to talk with him. I could just handle the eight week
delay. The process was a slow one, but at least things were moving along. I would soon
discover that, for one person, they seemed to be moving plenty fast.
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I called to Donna as I came in the door after class. 'You're home early; it's
not quite four o'clock."
She was kicked back in her recliner, papers spread out over her lap. The cat was
trying to creep stealthily onto the papers andDonna reached to put her down on the floor as
she answered, "I've got this journal article that has to be edited and in the mail by tomorrow
morning. People kept bothering me in my office, so I just locked up and came home."
Setting down her papers, she asked, ^Howwas your sessionwith Julie? You talkedwith her
this afternoon, right?"
"Good. She gave me a copy ofthe letter ofrecommendation she wrote for Dr. Kelly,
the endocrinologist that I see next week. Standard stuff, not exactly exciting reading, but it
says what it needs to say." Reaching into my backpack, I pulled out the letter and unfolded
it. "Lifetime experience of feeling male. Gender Identity Disorder as defined by the
DSM...yaddah, yaddah, yaddah."
"Oh." Donna picked up her papers again and furrowed her brow.
"Something wrong?"
"Uh, no," Donna answered. 'I'm just preoccupiedwith this damn article."
"Okay, I'll leave you to it and get dinner started."
I went to the kitchen and nothing else was said that evening. Throughout the next
week. Donna seemed irritable, and was always picking fights with me over the stupidest
things. I realized that she must be worried about my trip to the endocrinologist. I wondered
what had happened to the great enthusiasm she originally had for my transition. I didn't ask
her.Maybe she didn't know, herself We'd both find out soon enough.
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TheUniversity of IowaHospital andClinics is an amazing sight. It's a hodge-podge
offour or five large buildings, at odd angles, ofdifferent architectural styles, that have
somehow been connected to one another. The entrance is marked by a large, beautiful
fountain, and is guarded by multi-storied parking ramps.
Inside, the clerk at the registration desk gave me a file and directions to my doctor's
clinic.
"Sure you remember which way to go?" Donna asked as we wended our way
through a maze of first-floor hallways. Each clinic seemed to have a different color
associated with it. The carpet changed ifrom blue, to red, to green.
I was just beginning to feel totally disoriented, when the carpet became purple and
we arrived at the right clinic. 'Here it is," I answered.
After checking in at the desk, I sat down next to Donna, who was ah-eady reading the
book she'd brought along, and filled out a short questionnaire about my medical history.
Once that was done I glanced around at the other people in the waiting room. There was
something about all of them.. .they were similar, somehow.
'I'm doing much better," a thin voice said off to our left. 'I'm even working again.
Can't afford a place to stay, though, *til I get my first paycheck. They cut offmy aid once I
got a job. I'm kind ofstuck." Only the back ofthe man and the nurse he was speakingwith
were visible. The nurse wrote something on a piece of paper, handed it to the man, and
whispered to him a while before going back to the examination area.
As he got up and walked out ofthe clinic, I realized what it was about the people in
the room that had caught my attention. Theywere mostly men in their thirties and forties.
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with gaunt faces, skinnyframes, and tired eyes. Most were alone. Many had dry, rattling
coughs. They were HIV positive or had AIDS.
Doctors cannot yet offer a cure to patientswho have AIDS or guarantee that drugs
will keep HIV at bay for the rest of their lives. Howeverdifficult and expensive, therewas
an effective treatment plan available to me. I relaxed, just a bit, but the faces of the men
around me were a reminder ofuncertainty, ofmy own hopes and fears, of the fact that I'd
need drug therapy for the rest ofmy life.
The rest ofmy life. Yesterday, just getting to the hospital had seemed to take a
lifetime.
"Can we stop at the Kwik Mart before we leave town? I need something to drink on
this trip," Donna told me.
''No problem," I answered, and turned her bright red Chevy Silverado into the
cramped parking lot of a convenience store.
Donna wasn't gone long. She hopped back into the truck and I looked over my right
shoulder before I shifted into reverse and put my foot on the gas. Suddenly, a loud, slow
"screeeeeeech" made me slam on the brakes. A glance over my other shoulder told me that
I hadn't quite missed the telephone pole that straddled the street and the parking area.
This was not a good omen. Donna's jaw was clamped tight and twitching, and she
was staring straight ahead. Putting the Chevy in neutral, I rested my forehead on the
steering wheel and groaned.
'Well," Donna asked in a clipped voice, "aren't you going to see how bad it is?"
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I slid out of the front seat and stared at the back of the truck. A long, deep, silvery
scar ran from the tailgate to the wheel well.
After I reported the damage, offered to let Donna drive, and had apologized for the
tenth time, I got back behind the wheel again. I drove in silence. At some point, Donna
reached over and put her hand on mine, which was resting on the seat. A little maze ofred
taillights was spread out on the highway before me and the sun was sinking in the rear-view
mirror.
This was nearly a three-hour drive, so I had plenty oftime to think about my early
morning appointment with the endocrinologist at the University of Iowa Hospital, to agonize
over the possible outcomes of the visit. I was under no illusion that I would walk out of
there with a prescription for testosterone. Sometimes a doctor wouldn't agree with the
diagnosis ofa therapist and general practitioner, and would send a patient away. More
often, they ran a bunch ofblood tests and then asked you to come back when the results
were in. I had had to wait eight weeks to see this guy—how much longer would I have to
wait to get results and have a chance to begin hormone therapy? I wondered how much
longerI would be able to handle living as a female, nowthat I was so in touchwithmymind
and body. Would they requireme to cometo the hospital twice a month for injections, or
would I be able to have the studenthealthcenter at myuniversityadministerthem? What if
I had a medical conditionthat made it dangerous for me to take hormones? Would the staff
at thehospital callmeJohnny, even though my name hadn't yet been legally changed? Like
a hamsteron an exercisewheel, the worrieskept spinning around in my minduntil we
pulled up at themotel, and continued long into a sleepless night.
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"Johnny Rogers," a nurse called. Glancing up at the clock on the wall, I realized that
I'd been people watching, ruminating, and zoning out for nearly an hour.
Donna lowered the book she'd been reading. "Bout time," she commented dryly,
and in a thinner voice, "'Luck."
I spent another forty-five minutes in an examination room, staring at mint green
walls. My palms sweated.
'^ey, we're having a chair sale here today." The tall, dark-haired mart in a white lab
coat chuckled as he struggled to get past the chair that had been propping open the door to
the room. "The fire alarm in this section of the hospital went offthis morning, all the fire
doors closed, and now we have to prop them open until someone resets them." The door
clicked shut as he offered his hand, "I'm Jim Kelly." My sweaty palm must have been a
cue. As he sat down and opened my chart, he spun around in the chair to face me and add,
"Let me put you at ease right away. I've been doing this for over ten years now, so it's no
big deal."
Endocrinologists are experts in all things hormonal, and this doctor had the most
experiencewith transsexual patients ofanyone in the state. His experience could come in
handy if any problems croppedup, andhewas used to writingletters for peopleto take to
their school or place ofemployment, statingthat, yes, indeed,his patientwas physically
transitioning, and that, yes, it was perfectly safe and appropriate for them to be using a
different bathroom than they had been using.
"You've come better preparedthan most people,"Kelly said, flipping through the
medical history mygeneralpractitioner had forwarded andpulling out the letter from my
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therapist. "So," he turned to me, *^ell me about your experience... a little bit about your life.
Have you always felt that you're male?"
We discussed my childhood experiences, my time in the army, and the issues I'd
sorted through with my therapist. I told him that I was certain I wanted to live as a male.
Kelly finally began to scribble on a piece ofpaper. "I believe that you're an
appropriate candidate for hormone therapy. Ofcourse, we'll have to do several blood tests
before you leave today. I assume that you've done some reading about the effects of
testosterone. Do you have any questions for me?"
'1 know that my voice will change, but how long will that take?"
"We can't be sure." He looked down and toyed with his gold-plated Parker pen. It
flashed dully in the fluorescent light. '^Everyone responds differently. Your voice will
probably begin to deepen in about two or three months... about the same time you stop
menstruating. You might be a bit irritable and," Kelly looked back up at me, "the mild acne
you have will probably get worse for a while."
I grimaced thoughtfully. "What about going bald?"
"Huh," Kelly smiled, put his pen down, and leaned back in his chair. *lfmale
pattern baldness runs in your family, you've probably got that to look forward to, as well,
but there's no way to be sure. We just don't know enough to be able to say what will
happen, or when it will happen to each individual."
So it was going to be an adventure. I did want to know one thing for sure. "Well, I
guess the most important question I have is about the risks."
"There are several problems associatedwith testosterone in tablet form," Kelly
leaned forward as he explained. *The process used to make the tablet changes the chemical
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composition ofthe hormone to the extent that it can cause serious liver damage. The
injectable form is much safer. Now, it can cause the blood to thicken up, so you would want
to tell someone if you began to feel sluggish. You could stroke out. That's fairly rare,
though."
The risks seemed acceptable to me, and I had been warned that testosterone came in
injections, so I wasn't too surprised at this news. What blew me away were my doctor's
parting words.
''You'll need to get these scripts filled at the pharmacy, then come back to the office
after lunch so a nurse can show you how to inject yourself properly. I'll need to see you
again in three months for more blood tests."
I stared at the papers he put into my hand. Needles, BD, 22 gauge, 1 inch. Shit! I'm
taking them home with me! "Whoa, I thought I'd have to have a nurse give me these shots."
"Well, this is a big decision you've made, and I think that you need take
responsibility for it from the very start."
We stood and shook hands. I made my way to the technicians who took the blood
samples. More needles. Then, cotton ball attached to the bend in my arm, I headed back to
where Donna was sitting. My arms hung limply at my sides.
"Well? Don't just standthere! What did he say?" she asked breathlessly.
Like someone coming out of a trance, I slowly answered, 'Tie gave me needles. I've
got to get the prescription and then come back after lunch to have someone show me how to
inject myself"
Donna sat upright in her chairand looked more surprised than I felt. 'Tie's just
giving you the stuff? I can't believe it!"
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Ontheway backthrough the corridors. Donna explained howthe FtMsshe'd known
in the '80s were required to attend gender clinics, whereeverything was tightly controlled,
from the administration of hormone injections to the very way that clients walked, talked,
anddressed. Group therapysessions were setup to make surethat everyone learned to be a
stereotypical, heterosexual man. Some trans men resisted what they sawas yet another
attempt to mold them into someone theywerenot, andeitherplayed alonguntil theyhad
transitioned, or walked away in despair. I had aheady learned that others, like Lou G.
Sullivan, the founder of the educational and support organization FTMInternational, sought
psychologists and physicianswho wouldbewilling to help them transition outsideof the
negative environmentofthese clinics. I was benefiting fromthese men's efforts.
Arriving at the hospital cafeteria, we slowly shuffled through a long line ofpeople.
The small, gray-haired woman ahead ofme picked up a bowl oforange JelI-0 with
marshmallows, peered closely, and then thoughtbetter of it, quicklyreplacingthe bowl on
its bed ofcrushed ice. Donna telegraphed her curiosity. I could feel her and her questions
shuffling along behind me.
We paid for our food and found a table. I filled her in on my conversation with the
doctor. said that I can expect menopause-likesymptoms as the testosterone begins to
compete with the estrogen in my body, and I'll have more acne breakouts. My libido will
probably skyrocket, too."
"Great," Donna groaned as she bit into her toasted cheese sandwich.
Around us, plates clattered and people spoke in hushed voices. One of the servers on
the line yelled into the kitchen, requesting more rice.
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Unsure ofwhether she had commented on the cheese sandwich or my impending
libido, I continued talking. 'It'll take three to six months for my voice to get deeper and for
body hair to start growing." I lowered my voice and leaned across the table to add, *Tie says
that my clitoris will grow between three quarters of an inch to two inches long. They can't
say exactly when and how much things will change, because they don't have any good
studies on FtMs. He's asked ifI'd be willing to take pictures ofmy face and genitals every
two weeks... don't know about that."
'Don't blame you."
I sat back, deep into my chair, and we munched potato chips in silence. A tired
voice from the table next to ours called, "Come on, Mother. Let's go see if she's up and
around." As he stood up, I could see that the speakerwas a large, stooped-over man in
immaculate blue and gray-striped overalls. Long, white hair flowed out from under a green
John Deere cap. He helped a tiny, wizened old woman straighten up and amble toward the
exit.
I gestured in the direction ofthe couple. "Guess we'd better get moving, too. It's
after 1:30."
A few minutes later I was back in the clinic, box ofsyringes and amber vial in hand.
"You hold the needle like this, with the beveled edge up," the gruff^ gray-haired
nurse explained. The syringe lookedtiny in her huge, steadyhands.
My own hands shook, and I felt light-headed as I filled the syringe, flicked the little
bubbles to the topwith an index finger, and pushed them outthrough the inch-long needle.
With a sort ofpush/toss motion used for throwing a dart, I gottheneedle into my thigh.
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Just as I began to wonder if I was dreaming all of this, the nurse took hold of the
syringe, pushed the needle further into me, and growled, '^You've gotta keep it all the way
in."
My stomach flip-flopped and I swallowed hard.
'TSTow, aspirate for blood."
No red stuff came into the syringe as I pulled back on the plunger, so I had the go
ahead to slowly push the thick liquid into my leg. What kind ofoil was this stuff suspended
in, sesame or lOW40? My hands were shakingmore than ever. It was really starting to
hurt now.
'Do you think you'll be able to do this at home?" the nurse asked skeptically as I
pulled the needle out and broke it off in the red plastic biohazard container on the desk.
'I'll get used to it," I replied weakly and took the Band-Aid she offered.
With a large, white paper bag full of needles and testosterone tucked under my arm, I
walked unsteadily into the waiting room. Donna stood up.
"Done?" she asked.
"Yeah. Let's go."
Donna and I walked slowly out to the parking structure and climbed into the Chevy
without a word. My leg was still hurting. I put the bag with the vial and the syringes behind
the seat and startedup the engine. The numbness was beginning to wear off, and a different
feeling slowlybegan to replace it. It reminded me of the feeling I got wheneverI left home
on a trip ofsome kind; there was a mixture of anxietyand excitement as homedisappeared
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in the rear-view mirror, or as the plane taxied out onto the runway. It was that emotional
space between leaving one place and being on the way to another.
As we pulled out of the parking structure. Donna broke the silence to say, "I'm not
ready for the road, yet."
We drove toward a grocery store that I'd seen on the way into town, and found a
place that sold ice cream, nearby. We ate in silence, and then headed for the interstate.
Out on the highway, traffic through a large construction zone slowed to a crawl.
Only two seasons in Iowa—winter and road construction. Donna leaned up against her
window and slept. Thunder rumbled, and I watched as small hail began to ping offof the
hood.
Making the mental shift from expecting medical professionals to ignore, stall, or
otherwise keep me from transitioning didn't take long. I was excited and relieved to begin
hormone therapy, and felt as though the changes couldn't take place fast enough. Donna and
others had a different reaction. Changeswere happening too fast for them. I discovered this
whenDonna came home from work one day, about a week after our trip to Iowa City.
"Hey," I greeted Donna as she came in the kitchen door. I was chopping vegetables
for a stir-fiy. 'Uow'd your day go?" A chunk ofcarrot skittered out from under my knife
and onto the floor. Donna picked it up and threw it in the sink before hanging her courier
bag on a hook by the door and leaning on the edge ofthe counter.
"I had lunch with Barb, and she really shookme up. When I met her at her office,
well, I just said hello and she startedwaving her arms and yelling." Donnamimicked
Barb's high voice and lilting speech, "'Ifit were my partner, I'd feel angry—no, betrayed\
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What about Multiple Personality Disorder? I've heard that it can take years to rule that out
as a possibility! And Carol Ann's not very stable. Your relationship is the third one she's
had in the past year, you know.' It really shook me up. Shewas so angry. I thought that
she'd be supportive ofme, at least."
"Jeez, and where'd she get off on saying that I've had three relationships? Genie's
the only one I dated before I met you.. .the onlyother personI've dated in the last few
years."
'It doesn't matter. I think she's got a point. Everything's all mixed up.
Everything's going way too fast for me. It's all just come out ofthe blue."
"What.. .out of the blue?" I stopped choppingcarrots, set down the knife, and turned
around to face her. "But you were so excited. You noticed my gender struggles from the
very beginning. You told me what you knew about transitioning. You were the one who
helped me pick out clothes, and..."
'Did you ever stopto thinkhowI knew all that stuff?" Donnaasked in exasperation.
"No! You said you had trans friends..."
"Sure, I had a couple of friends who transitioned, but I learned a lot first hand. It
was because of those friends that I explored gender identity issues myself...reading books,
talking with a counselor. I suppose I could have goneon to be approved for hormone
therapy,but there's no way I would have seriously considered it."
My jaw dropped open. Donna continued to deliver her revelation.
"I guess I thoughtyou'd be likeme. You'd explore genderexpression and then
decide that youwereokay withbeing a lesbian, that you werestrong enough to deal with
your, uh, dysphoria^ Shetook a few steps intothe living room, sat down hardon the couch.
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and began to sob her words out in gasps, "I never dreamed you'd actually go through with it.
How could you do this? You've only lived as a lesbian for a few years.. .you haven't even
given it a chance. When I met you, I thought I'd found the perfect woman, a proud,
confident lesbian." Donna clenched her jaw along with her fists. Looking up at me with
tears streaming down her face, she ground out, 'T)id you know about this when I met you?
You lied to me!"
She stared at the floor and I stepped closer to her, not knowing what to think, let
alone say.
Suddenly, Donna softened up again and took my hands in hers. ^Tlease, stop
this.. .I'm begging you. You don't have to do this."
I looked at her in disbelief "Yes, I do have to do this." She let go ofmy hands.
"And," my voice rose as I began to shake with anger, "you lied to me^ making me think
you'd supportmy transition... I don't knowhowyou couldgo throughgender exploration
and then just walk away. You can't possibly have any idea what it's like to be transsexual."
Donna wiped her eyes with her hands, stood up, and responded, "All I can say is, if
you lovedme, you'd stop this right now! And you can be damned sure that I'm not goingto
pay for any of it!"
How could she be serious? Especially after years ofher parents giving her crap for
being a lesbian. "I haven't even hinted that you shouldpay for anything! This is something
I have to do... and it doesn't mean I don't love you."
"You'd rather transition than stay with me!"
'1 don't think I can be sane ifI don't transition! I have to do this for me, or I won't
beworth shit for you or anyone else. I spent years trying to be someone that otherpeople
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told me I should be... I can'tdo that anymore, live a lie. Can't you relate to that? Iwant to
livemyownlife. I justwant to bemyself."
Lookingback, I think that was the hell of it, for Donna. Shedid knowwhat it was
like to be aperson who wasn't accepted for who she was. Her Roman Catholic parents had
always been troubled by her masculine behavior and dress, and would not accept her as a
lesbian. Heryoungest sister spouted fundamentalist Christian doctrine atDonnawhenever
she got the chance, and continually gave her extremely feminine clothing for birthdays and
holidays. And then there were the general challenges ofgrowing up as a lesbian inthe 60s
and 70s. Old messages about acceptable gender expression seemed to plague her. During
the months following our trip to see my endocrinologist, she began towear more
traditionally feminine clothing and nail polish, and carried a purse. This was totally out of
character, as far as I could tell, but I shook it off. I reasoned that my gender identity work
had simply kicked off a reassessment ofher own.
The response ofDonna's mother and sister, who lived inthearea, also had aneffect.
Instead ofbeing upset that Donna was living with a transsexual, they were thrilled that she
was finally living with a man.
"Shit," Donna had said as she got offofthe phone one night, "my mother thinks
you're a fucking answerto prayer."
I chuckled tentatively from my place in front ofthe television. "Isn't that good? I
mean, all things considered?"
"Do you know how many years I wanted my parents to love and accept me for who I
am, and now, because ofyour transition, my mother and sister suddenly find me acceptable?
It's all fucking ripping me apart inside. And like an idiot I've been trying to be acceptable."
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She grabbed at the front ofher pink, flowered, rayon blouse and explained, "Blouses, nail
polish. It's what I thought all of you wanted—^that I had to be femme, now that you're
becoming a guy. You always talk about wanting to be accepted, but what about me?"
'"But," I blurted, "I never expected you to change!"
"You've asked for a lot." she yelled. "And you've started to think ofnothing but
sex..."
'mat?"
"I can't even hug you without your wanting to initiate sex—and I don't want to hear
about the effects of testosterone. It's confusing to have sexwith you, anyway—andbesides,
ifwe were still a lesbian couple, the sexwould be coolingoffby now. Most lesbians, hell,
most women just don't think sex is all that important." Her handswere on her hips and her
face was red.
"You've known an entirely different group ofwomen than I have, apparently," I
countered, not wanting to hear the remark about sex with me being confusing. "And since
when did hugging, kissing, and getting turned on have to be followed by sex? What's the
real issue, here?"
"God, I hate it when you do this to me! Just like a man to act logical and reserved
while the hysterical woman flies off the handle. It's maddening, and I'll bet you know it."
"Look, I don't want to argue. And I certainly don't want to take any cheap shots." I
was tired ofthe accusations, innuendo, andhostility in the house. That's why I seemed so
cool. I was tired ofhurting, Period. I wanted to talkpolitely and reason it all away.
"Oh, so I'm taking cheap shots, now, am I?"
'1 didn't say that..."
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'"You didn't have to/' Donna screamed, tears beginning to run downher cheeks.
"Well, I can't dealwith this. I'm just going to bed." Her sobbing receded intoher bedroom.
I turned off the TV, took the dogs for a walk, and went to bed, wonderingwhen these
emotional ambushes would end. They contrasted so sharply withthe times when shewould
saythat shewanted us to stay together, butneeded time towork through all of the changes
that weregoingon in our lives andrelationship. I wanted to giveher time, but I alsowished
that shecould share thejoy I felt about becoming myself, share theunfolding of life, mine
andours. While shewas angrily accusing me of imposing mymaleness on her, I felt that I
wasactively squashing mymasculinity and joy so thatwe could get along. The frustration
andother emotions we both experienced wentunderground, emerging as pettyarguments
from me and snide remarks about men from Donna. We had already stopped having sex,
and now began to do fewer and fewer things together. Ofcourse, wehardly ever spoke
about anything related tomy transition. Nothing was getting resolved. We were just
plodding along through daily life. The thoughts and feelings all had to break loose again
sometime.
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OFF THE TOP
I had asked my endocrinologist, about five months into my transition, if he knew of
anyone in the state who had experience doing FtM breast reduction surgery. He
immediately came up with the name ofDr. Drake, a plastic surgeon who worked in Des
Moines. I e-mailed Dr. Drake that same day, introducing myself and asking if he would
consider performing surgery on me. He responded after a few days, saying that he would
certainly be willing to see me and discuss it. Two months later, we spoke face to face.
Drake was a shaggy, gray bear of a man. '1 wouldn't be comfortable doing this type
of surgery on a regular basis," he growled softly, peering at me through the top ofhis
glasses, "because we don't have a comprehensive program for evaluation and support of
transsexuals here in Iowa, but I received the letter from your therapist and spoke with Dr.
Kelly, so I'm willing to discuss the procedure with you."
I had read about and seen pictures ofguys who had had subcutaneous mastectomies,
and that's what I was going for. Because I was barely a B cup and didn't have large nipples,
there wasn't too much material to remove. Chanceswere good that I would retain nipple
sensation and have a very natural, unscarred appearance. Guys with larger breasts have to
have their chests completely reconstructed, which involves large incisions as well as
removaland replacementofthe nipples. The result is often a verywell sculpted, but visibly
scarred and numb chest.
Drake and I chatted for a bit aboutmy experience ofbeing transsexual and about
howmytransition wasgoing. He alsoasked, "Why areyou interested in the subcutaneous
procedure."
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'"Well, I just might be able to afford it," I told him, "and it's the least invasive or
radical procedure. My goal is to have the least amount of surgery necessary to be
comfortable with my body. I don't hate my body, I just want it to be configured like my
brain knows it should be." Drake nodded and asked me to remove my shirt while he stepped
out to talk with another patient.
After I'd taken offmy oxford and under-shirt, and unwrapped the ace bandage that
held down my breasts, Drake returned. He looked at my chest and began to explain the
surgery to me. "It is done under general anesthesia. I make a u-shaped incision around the
nipple area," he said, tracing the incision on my breast with the index finger ofhis gloved
hand. 'Then, with an instrument called a canula, that scrapes and provides suction, I remove
the excess fat and tissue." He interrupted himselfby asking me to raise my arms as though I
were showing offmy pectorals. The pose reminded me of Lou Ferrigno as an angered
Incredible Hulk. "Good," Drake mumbled, patting and pulling on my pects. He backed up a
step and motioned for me to put my arms down. *TinaIly, I insert drains through small
incisions under each arm, to prevent edema, and then put you in a pressure vest. After about
five days the drains come out, but the vest has to be worn quite a while longer." Drake
paused a moment and asked, 'Do you have any questions?"
I didn't. Everything he said matched what I had read about the surgery. The only
thing left to consider was scheduling and finances. I had been, officially, in transition for
about seven months. The spring semester was coming to an end, and I wasn't in the best of
health, coming downwith a cold or sinus infection every month, it seemed. I'd haveto
charge a fewthousand dollars on mycreditcards to payfor the procedure. WhileI weighed
my options andresponsibilities, and finished out the semester, mybodywas beingattacked
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by mononucleosis. A high fever, extreme fatigue, and a swollen throat with white fungus on
it made the decision for me: I'd have to wait a year to have a mastectomy, when I had
figured out the financing, recovered my health, and finished up my bachelor's degree.
Donna was happy that my surgery had been delayed. Our relationship seemedmore
comfortable through the summer months, but conflict was still close to the surface.
Arguments would become more common as the fall semester progressed and I neared the
one year anniversary of the beginning ofmy transition.
The alarm went off and I reached over to hit the snooze button. Myopic vision
registered a fiizzy 7:00. Donna was still sleeping as I pried myself out ofthe bed. After
cleaning up, shaving, and getting dressed, I headed for the kitchen. There I stood, with a
cabinet door half-open and my brain still half asleep.
"You're up early."
Startled back into consciousness by the arrival ofDonna, I grunted and grabbed a
cereal box. She fired up the coffee maker as I poured com flakes and wandered into the
living room to eat. Donna followed me after a bit and sat down on the couch next to me. In
between sips of coffee she asked, "Are you mad at me?"
"Wha?" I slurred through a mouthful offlakes.
"You seem to be angry with me for some reason." She kept sipping, peering at me
over the edge ofher cup.
I swallowed. "Just trying to wake up and get going here. Why do you think I'm
mad at you?"
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"I don't know. You just seem grumpy this morning... and you didn't start the coffee
maker. I just figured you were mad at me.
No coffee equals anger? 'I'm kind of in a hurry. I've got to drive to Iowa City to
see Dr. Kelly, remember?"
"Oh," Donna replied flatly as she put down her coffee mug.
Her next words hit me mid-air, as I got up to return my empty cereal bowl to the
kitchen. "Well, you know, you left the toilet seat up yesterday. Then, when you didn't
make coffee, I just had to wonder... does this mean, now that you're living as a man, that
you're not going to do anything around the house anymore and become a regular jerk?"
Where the hell did that come from? '1 must've left the seat up after I cleaned the
damn thing!" I yelled. "Jesus, I'm still doing most of the cooking and cleaning around here.
I can't believe you're coming up with this sort of shit now!" As soon as the words were out
ofmy mouth, I realized what was happening. Every time that I took another major step in
my transition, which usually coincided with a trip to see a doctor, Donna would come
unhinged—arguing and, eventually, crying. This particular trip involved a visit to my
endocrinologist, who would draw blood and ask how I was feeling. It was no big deal, from
my point ofview, but Donna seemed to avoid dealing with her feelings until I went to the
doctor. Suddenly, at these times, my transition became undeniable for her.
"This has been hard for me," she said, tears rolling down her cheeks.
We stared blankly at each other, and then at the living room walls. Donna continued
to cry. In my mind, I could replay some ofher litany ofpain, grie^ and loss, a litany that I'd
learned during other exchanges. Justthinking about them made mewince. It always began
withI miss CarolAnn. I loved Donna and wasdoing my bestto be compassionate as she
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experienced loss andwent through the stagesof grief The processwas painful for me, too,
and seemedto be going on far too long. I hated conflict, but I suddenly began to run out of
patience.
"I know that it's been difficult for you, and I've tried hard to be patient—^it's just
that, I thought that you would have worked through some ofthis stuffby now. How canwe
ever live together ifyou don't get past this? Do you still evenwant to be my partner?"
Silence. I glanced at the clock. "Man, I've gotta leave or I'll miss my appointment."
In between the stony silences, exchanges like this one occurred frequently over
winter. Donnawas anythingbut thrilled inMarchwhen I told her that I'd scheduled surgery
for the week after commencement.
''But you didn't checkwith me first," Donna complained. '1 mean, what ifmy
schedule conflicts with the surgery? And what about finances?"
told you that I was planning to do this. And it's not easygetting surgery
scheduled, you know. It seemedto make senseto get a date, and then to talk about it.
Besides, the earlier I get thisdone, themore time I have to recover before I start my
graduate program andbegin teaching English inthe fall. And as far as money goes, I'll have
justenough to cover bills until August. I've thought this through." In fact, I'd even planned
for thepossibility that Donna would refuse to have anything to do with my surgery or
recovery.
Donna, apparently, had never entertained the idea that I would actually have surgery,
but she agreed totake a day and ahalfofftomake sure that I got toand from the hospital.
And she was right about money being a problem. I had great credit, but I was nervous about
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charging so large an amount on a credit card. It would take me a while to pay it off, even if
I managed to snag one ofthe many credit card promos that came through the mail, offering
to transfer a balance to a lower-interest account. And there were steadily mounting student
loans, as well as my contributionto the household expenses. I just had to have fdith that
everything would work out.
The day before my surgery. Donna and I drove down to Des Moines in the late
afternoon. I metwith my doctor, had several blood tests, and checked inwith the Outpatient
Surgery folks.
"Alright," the anesthesiologist askedwithout lookingup, "have you ever had trouble
with anesthesiabefore? Nausea, troublewakingup, anything like that?"
"Oh, yeah. I had knee surgerywhen I was sixteen, and again at eighteen, and both
timesI threwup a lot. The second timearound I spent a lot of time in recovery and hada
screaming headache for two days."
"Whenwas that? Whatyear?" His pen scribbled over the paperon his clipboard.
'TEarly eighties."
"Hmm. The drugswe're using now aremuchbetter than theywere back then. You
shouldn't have a problem, but I'll make a notation here that you should begiven something
fornausea." Hefinally looked up atme and, without letting goofhis pen, combed his black
hair out ofhis eyes with his right hand. "Do you know ProfessorMcCloskey?"
Many lowans had heard about theformer University ofIowa Economics professor
who transitioned fi'om male to female a couple ofyears before I had begun my own
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transition. The news had been plastered all over the major newspapers in the state, and
McClbskey had done many speaking gigs, during one ofwhich I met her. While she'd been
fairly well received as a woman, a few people hadn't approved ofthe way in which she had
come out—^to both her family and the public. Apprehensive ofwhere this was going, I
answered, "Yes, I do."
"I just want to tell you, sir, that I think you have a lot of courage, and I admire you
for sticking to your convictions!" I looked around for Alan Funt and his CandidCamera
crew, but the guy was sincere. "Good luck to you."
He had gotten up and was holding out his hand. Mechanically, I stood and shook it.
"Thank you very much."
Donna and I left the hospital and hardly spoke over an early dinner. Back in the
motel room, sleep didn't come any more easily than conversation had. I didn't knowwhat
was goingon inDonna's head^ andI'd always hadthe lingering fear that I might go into
surgery and never wake up from it. On the other hand, I was eager to finally have the
surgery done, and wondered what my chest would look like. I wished that Donna could be
excited withme. Some timeafteroneo'clock, my fear and anticipation wereovertaken by
sleep. At five-thirty in the morning DonnaandI quietly got into the car anddroveto the
hospital. I invited herto stay with me until I was called into theoperating room, butthere
still didn't seem to bemuch to say. I felt very much alone, even though, as I shuffled out of
theprep room inmy paper slippers, she kissed my cheek and said, "I hope everything goes
smoothly. I'll be out herewaiting for you."
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Beep!
'Hey, Johnnyl You need to wake up, hon. You have to breathe, Johnny. Do you
hear that beep? That's the machine telling you that you need to breathe."
The nurse and her expensive alarm clockwere interrupting the best rest I'd had in
ages. Oh, and I vaguely remember someone yanking a tube out ofmy nose. How can a guy
get any sleep around here?
"Johnny, do you want me to go get your friend?" The voice was like sandpaper, but
the tone was motherly.
"Yeah," I said with a slowly growing sense that I had just had surgery.
Beep!
Maybe I could get her to breathe for me. It was hard to remember to breathe, but
something told me it was important that I try. I had the sense that I should be worried about
something.
Beep!
"Hey, there. You're finally coming around."
I looked up into a fiizzy version ofmy surgeon's round, confidence-inspiring face
and asked, '"How'd it go?"
"Oh, very well. I had to put drains in because it looks as though there'll be a lot of
fluid. Andwe did find several small fibroid tumors, but they all seem to be benign. I've
spokenwithDonna. She should be joining you soon."
Beep!
"Johnny, it's me," Donna's voice said. "You need to breathe."
"Iknow. 'Shard. Gladsh'gotcha."
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*1 was getting a little worried. Dr. Drake came by about an hour ago to say you'd be
out ofrecovery soon. But here you are."
Beep!
"Come on now, you have to breathe. In, out, in, out!" Donna encouraged, raising
and lowering her arms in an attempt to be humorous.
I smiled and groaned. Things around me were beginning to take shape. The fog in
my brain should have burned off long ago from the intense lighting ofthe recovery room. It
was blinding. My nurse bustled past and then made a U-tum.
"Well, welcome back. You had us worried. Do you remember me shaking your
shoulders to wake you?"
"Sheez, no." She'd been shaking me? Did I almost not wake up, as in,
permanently?
"Well, you should be fine, now. In a minute or two I'll unhook you from all the
monitors and sit you up in a chair, over there, and we'll give you your post-op instructions."
Donna and I exchanged a weak smile.
Maybe it wasn't such a great idea to have scheduled my mastectomy for the
Wednesday after graduation. Really, though, I felt as though I couldn't havewaited any
longer. Mybrainhad seemed to be on theverge of a meltdown everytime I looked at my
chest or caught a reflection ofmynaked selfina mirror—\ had even beenopening the
medicine cabinet in thebathroom when I tooka shower sothat Iwouldn't have to seemy
body as I stepped out to dry off. But I didn't have to see my breasts to be reminded that they
were too large, thatthey weren'tmale breasts. Bound or not, they would bounce with every
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step, keeping me painfully aware ofthat baffling, uncomfortable sense of incongruity. So I
kept bargaining with myself all year long, reasoning that there was no way to have surgery
in the middle ofthe school year. I focused on getting my bachelor's degree. Now that I had
it and was looking at working on a master's degree, there was further incentive. I didn't
know how I could deal with the usual difficulty ofbeing a novice college instructor,
teaching in front oftwenty-five students with bound breasts that my brain told me shouldn't
be there. I was grateful that I wouldn't have to try.
"Alright, Johnny," my nurse said as she reappeared. She'd moved me to a huge
reclining chair in post-op, about fifly feet from the bed I'd been in. I was now awake
enough to notice that she wore a very round pair ofglasses, had a smile that turned down at
the comers, and moved in a swifl, deliberate, humming bird sort ofway. 'I've got your
post-op instructions, here. Let's get you out ofthat gown and into your clothes." She pulled
a curtain around the chair. ''You can put your shirt on, just don't button it."
Donna handed me the loose-fitting pair of shorts and old, oversized button-down
shirt that I'd brought with me. The shirt was so large that I didn't have too much trouble
getting my arms into it. Donna tied my tennis-shoes.
When the nurse came back, she started in with the instructions. 'The doctors put a
compression vest on you after surgery. It helps preventbleedingand keeps the swelling
down. It's a lot like a sportsbra,withthis zipperdown themiddle. Youcan see that they
also put drains in your chest."
Cleartubes cameout of the bottom of thewhite elastic compression vest, on either
side, and snaked back up to it, ending in lemon-sized bulbs that were safety pinned to the
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fabric. The bulbs had some disgusting, reddish-brown fluid in them. The vest was straining
to hold down my swollen mass ofa chest.
"The bulbs will fill up with fluid. Today and tomorrow, they may fill up pretty
quickly. You'll need to empty them three times a day or when they've filled up. Record the
amount of fluid each time you empty them."
This nurse was methodical.
"When the fluid drops below 15cc, the drains can come out. You'll want to call your
surgeon at that point."
The nursewent over the proper procedure for changing my bandages. She then told
me about the medications my surgeon prescribed (antibiotics, a morphine-like drug, and a
laxative to counteract the plugging action ofthe painkiller), handed me a follow-up
appointment card, and set a half-gallon size bucket (with lid) in my lap. I signed a statement
that I understood all of the instructions she'd given me and thanked her for the puking pail.
I was fi'ee to go.
I was wheeled downstairs and helped into Donna's minivan. The seats had been
removed and there was room for me to lie flat on my back. Staring up at the gray, fuzzy
roof, my world began to swirl, so I closed my eyes, wishing I'd brought another pillow.
"You ah-ight back there?" Donna called over her shoulder as we rolled down the
highway. "Wanna make sure you're doingokay."
I blinkedawake and realized that I must have fallen asleep after closingmy eyes.
"Yep. Glad you got rid of thetruck... I don'tknow if I could make this trip sitting up."
Thedrive to Ames tookanhour, and the interstate had some veryrough stretches. I could
hear a low, rhythmic thunk, thunk, thunk. The van bounced as it rode the rumpled, wavy
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ridges created by the weight of countless eighteen wheelers. Evenwith the morphine, I
ached, arid smalljabs of pain zinged throughmy chestwith each thiink. 'Trob'ly be worse if
I tried it tomorrow. 'Least now I can sleep. Can't help it. Wild dreams, too, when I close
my eyes."
"Well, that's the morphine. You just relax back there. I'll get you home as soon as I
can."
Donna seemed to be genuinely concerned and attentive. She'd been angry and
agitated the week before the surgery, and I could remember the time that she'd left me to
fend for myselfduring an especially rough boutwiththe flu. I was afraid she'd endup
being"unavailable" whileI was recovering. I'd be ableto get around fairly well in a dayor
so, but I'd need her help for a coupleof weekswith anythingthat weighedmore than a few
pounds. Liftingmore than that wouldbe painful, and it could damagetissue, as well.
"On the way home we'll stop at the drug store to get your prescriptions filled—or
would you rather go straight home?"
It soundedas though everything would be okay. Before drifting into sleepagain I
mumbled, "Get the drugs first."
When I woke up at six the following morning and halfrolled outof bedto go to the
bathroom, I could hardly believe that I'd finally hadthe surgery. It was evenharderto
believe that I'd paid someone a few thousand dollars to mangle melikethis. I felt likeshit
and didn't even want to lookatwhat had been done, but, of course, I'd have to in orderto
change the bandages. My surgeon had told me what I could expect. There would be a lotof
swelling and terrible bruises.
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I relieved myself and washed my hands. With fresh dressings, q-tips, and Bacitracin
lined up in a row on the bathroom sink, I took a deep breath and slowly unzipped the
compression vest. Bad move. The pain, which had been a dull, generalized ache, became
more intense, and I felt sharp stabs behind my nipples. The visual effect was just as
powerful. My chest was shades ofbluish-black and brownish-yellow, and it had absolutely
no definition. I coached myselfto take a couple ofdeep breaths, unhooked the zipper, and
slowly eased the vest open. A few more deep breaths. Gingerly pulling off the gauze
squares that were over my nipples, I dabbed at the sutures with Betadine, glopped on the
Bacitracin with a long, sterile q-tip, and lightly touched a gauze pad to each nipple. My left
nipple looked like it was scrunched. It wasn't as round as the other one. My ears began to
buzz and darkness crept in from the outer edges ofmy vision. My knees were buckling.
Sitting down seemed to be a good idea, so I lowered myself onto the toilet seat and carefijlly
zippedup the compression vest. I neverwas verygood at dealing withwounds and bodily
fluids, especially when they were my own. When the buzzing left my ears and I could see
more clearly, I noticed that the clear plastic bulbs hanging from the vest by safety pins
looked full. One more thing to do. I scribbled the word "full" on the post-op formthe nurse
hadsentwithme, thenemptied both bulbs into the toilet. Before replacing theirplugs, I
compressed the bulbs so that the suction would continue to draw out fluid.
I stumbled back to bed. Getting in and out was more comfortable if I sort ofhalf-
rolled on themattress. Theonly safe position formy body wasonmyback. I hada lot of
timeto donothing butgrimace and drift in and outof a sleep thatwas filled withodd
images. As soon asI closed my eyes, or so it seemed, aweird, morphine-induced dream
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would fire up. One of the most vivid hadmewakingup in the morningwith breasts that had
grown back even larger than they had been before my surgery. I slept, but didn't rest.
As soon as I was able, I had to start moving my arms around a bit, even do some
mock hair-combing to make sure that my skin—especially my nipples—didn't adhere to my
chest. It was excruciating, but my surgeon had warned me that I'd have to actually massage
my nipples if they seemed to be sticking down. Hair combing seemed like the best choice of
the two.
On the third day after the surgery, drainage dropped below 15cc, so I called the
hospital, as directed.
"Johnny? This is Dr. Terry. Dr. Drake is at a conference, so I'm taking his patients.
You remember me? I assisted with your surgery."
The round face, crew cut, and wild, tortoiseshell glasses ofthe young doctor came to
mind. "Yes, I remember," I answered.
'^ow are you doing? Where's the drainage at?"
"That's why I'm calling...it's way down below 15cc."
"Great," Dr. Terry exclaimed. "Those drains can come out now." He paused. '1
remember you said that you'd have trouble getting someone to drive you back here."
"Yeah." I wouldn't be allowed to drive for several more days. Donna was giving a
presentation at a local conference and couldn't drive me. My best friends were stuck at
work or off on summer vacation. Even if someone were available, the ride would be a rough
one. "I could go over to Student Health and have someone there take 'em out," I suggested.
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Since they're IP tubes, I don't see any reason why you couldn't just do it
yourself." He was making this sound like a walk in the park. "All you'd have to do is
remove the plugs on the bulbs to release the vacuum. The end ofeach tube is flared just a
bit, so there will be some resistance, but it shouldn't be too bad. Ifyou feel comfortable, go
ahead and take them out. The incision will drain a small amount offluid for a while, and
you'll need to treat them just like the other incisions.. .Bacitracin and gauze."
I thought hewas crazy, but all I saidwas, 'Thank you," and hungup. Thinking it over for a
minute, I figured that I could at least give yanking the damn things a try. They were pretty
small tubes, after all. If it was too hard, I'd just go to Student Health. That's how I found
myself in the bathroom, sitting on the toilet seat yet again, gripping the tube under my left
arm, as close to my body as I could. I closedmy eyes, set my jaw, counted one—^two—
three, and pulled. Pain crumpled my body, that damn buzzing in my ears returned, the
darkness closed in on my vision, and I thought I'd throwup.
Jesus, what the hell was going on in Terry's mindwhen he suggested I do it myself?
As soon as I could stand up, I was going to see ifI could get a hold ofDonna and ask her to
drive over to Student Health.
The phone rang five times. Damn, I thought, she's still presenting.
'TJonna, here."
"Thank god."
"Johnny? What's wrong? Are you okay?"
"Sortof" I explained thewhole scenario forher and asked her if shecould giveme
a ride.
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"Sure. There's one more break out session—you just caught me checking my e-
mail—but I could skip it. I'll lock up and come get you."
'Thanks," I whined.
The nurse at the reception desk was horrified that any doctor would suggest I remove
drainage tubes myself and got me into an examination room in a couple ofminutes.
My own doctor was on summer vacation, so I met one of the doctors who was on
call that afternoon. She also noted that it was a lot to expect a patient to take out their own
drains, and pulled up the back ofthe exam table so that I was sitting up. Shewarned me
before she removed each one. Once they were out, a nurse scrubbed the incisions with
Betadine, and then left me to lie there and recover before leaving.
On her way out the door, the nurse asked, "Do you have someone waiting for you? I
can call them in, if you'd like company."
"Yeah, thanks. Name is Donna."
A few minutes later. Donna came in. **Was that you?"
**Huh? Did you hear me yelling all the way out front?"
'Well, yeah! It sounded pretty primal... like a trapped animal."
"Wish they'd 'ave shot a little local anesthetic in there before they started yanking
and scrubbing." I felt embarrassed, but she wasn't about to let it go.
"And what was the pounding noise?"
"That was me, too," I groaned. "I knewI didn't darejerk away from the docwhile
shewas pulling,but it hurt so bad.. .1guess I just pounded my foot on the table."
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"It was pretty impressive, I can tell you. Still can't believe that young pup expected
you to take those things out yourself!"
"Well, it's a good thing I'm in pain and an hour's drive away from that guy. Right
now I've got half a mind to pound the crap outta him."
My anger at the inexperienced surgeon ended up subsiding long before my pain did,
and my post-operative recovery would continue to be like a roller coaster ride of emotions.
While my skin seemed to heal fairly quickly, the tissue underneath it took longer than usual
to recover. As the pain slowly backed off it was replaced by an incessant itching and a
realization that much ofmy skin was numb. I couldn't help but wonder if the numbness
would be permanent. By the time the summer ended, however, sensation in my chest was
slowly returning to normal and nearly all ofthe swelling had gone down. My reliefwas
replaced by a sinking feeling as a dent behind each nipple became more pronounced. Some
ofthe surrounding fat had died after my surgeon removed the fibroid cysts, leaving behind a
dent of sorts. My disappointment made me feel ungrateful on some level because the more
the discomfort faded, the less I even thought about my chest. The mirrors in the bathroom
didn't even cross my mind. The old sense of incongruity was gone. I should have been
ecstatic, but I wasn't.
My attitude began to improve during the first week of September, as I comfortably
slung a bag ofbooks over my shoulder and headed out the door to start my graduate
programin English. Thewindwas gusting and, after only a few steps down the sidewalk, I
was surprised to notice that my shoulderswere hunched forward. Waiting at the comer for
the traffic light to change, I realized that I no longer had to worry aboutwhat kmd of outline
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my shirt would reveal as it got plastered to my chest. Standing upright, enjoying the feeling
ofthe wind whipping the fabric around my body, I reflected on the trans men who couldn't
have surgery and the many people who were unhappy with bodies they could not change. I
was lucky to have a healthy, flat chest. Besides, I hadn't gone through so much trouble only
to feel sorry for myself The light turned green, and I crossed the street into a better frame
ofmind.
The springtime addition ofa new tattoo to my paired-down pectorals would make me
feel even better about my chest. Or, I should say, would help make it a non-issue.
'What can I do for you?" Dino leaned his bald head over the counter toward me as
he yelled through the acid rock that reverberated through the small tattoo studio. I
recognized him as the ink slinger who had done a tattoo on my shoulder two years ago, a
Ying-Yang symbol with a pair of carp encircling it. Something about himwas different. He
had a bar throughhis lower lip, now, to go with the piercednose, eyebrows, and the nickle-
sizewooden plugs that were stretching out his earlobes: Mr. Clean®does urban-primitive.
"Yeah," I hollered back self-consciously. 'Tve got an old tattoo that I want to cover
up. On my chest." I handed him a drawing of Spiderman, swinging through the air with one
arm, the other shooting a web toward the viewer between his draw-up knees. 'Will this
work?"
Dino straightened up and smiled at the drawing thoughtfully. "It could. What do
you want covered?"
What I suddenly wantedmost was to sinkdown into the floor, to disappear. "A
flower."
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"Let's see it," Dino smirked and tossed the drawing of Spiderman onto the counter.
It spun around on the hard black surface and nearly slipped over the edge. The two guys
who did body piercing had been listening in and stepped closer to take a look. Like Dino,
they were pierced and covered in tattoos. Must've been a quiet day for them to take so
much interest in what / was talking about.
Ofcourse I realized that I'd have to take my shirt off to have this tattoo reworked,
but I hadn't thought it through. I'd never taken my shirt off in front ofa total stranger, in
public, and here were three. They'd have to notice the dent in my right breast, where the
fibroid tumors had been removed and some fat had died. It wasn't ugly, but it was kind of
different. And then there was the old tattoo. I grabbed my T-shirt near my belt and, with
one resolute tug, pulled it over my head.
'Damn," Dino shook his head back and forth at the inch-high daisy with the orange
petals, "it's really close to the nipple."
My T-shirt hung limply from one fist. Sweat trickled down my side. I felt dizzy.
Out the comer ofone eye, I could see the piercing guys step even closer. "Yeah, took me a
while to find something I thought'd cover it."
"Well," he looked back down at Spiderman, leaned farther over the counter and held
the drawing up against my chest, *1 can put him here, just above the nipple," he gestured
with a finger, "and extend the web out over the flower. Should work perfectly." The
piercing guys shook their heads in agreement and wandered off. Dino drew back behind the
counter and reached for the appointment book. **When d'ya wanna do this?"
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Pulling my shirt back over my head and tucking it into my jeans, I suggested,
'Thursday night?" The shirt stuck to my body and I tried to shift it around to a more
comfortable position.
"Mmm, how 'bout six-thirty,"Dino yelled, although the stereo had gone quiet, in
between tracks.
"Great. How much will this set me back?"
'It's fairly small." He looked at the drawing again. "'Bout eighty-five bucks."
"Works for me."
I gave him my name and phone number, walked out the door, and adjusted my
backpack on my shoulders. The sky was clouding up and the air smelled like rain. After a
deep breath and a glance at my watch, I headed back to the campus. A student had made an
appointment to talk with me about an assignment that was due at the end ofthe week, and it
would take at least ten minutes to make it back to my office.
Amazing, I thought as I walked. Amazing that the guys at the tattoo studio hadn't
reacted in any odd sort ofway. There had to be some level of professionalism, I guess, if a
person was going to be piercing and tattooing all manner of body parts.. .at least while the
customer was around. Maybe my chest really was unremarkable. Hey, I was just another
guy with an unsculpted chest, a growing gut, and a receding hairline. A great image, as far
as I was concerned.
In the evening, over dinner. Donna asked me how things had gone at the studio. I
finished chewinga mouthfiil ofravioli before I answered. 'T)ino was fi'ee, so I got to talk
withhim. Therewere a couple of otherguysaround when he askedme to showhimthe old
tattoo. Thought I'd pass out when I pulled my shirt off."
88
"They look at you funny... say anything?"
''Nope. Not a word."
"That's another milestone," Donna commentedbetween chews. *Tirst time you've
showed your chest in public, right?"
"Yeah." I leaned away from the table and slid down in my chair. "Now I just have
to dealwith the tattoo. When I had the flowerdone, I had a lot more fat and tissue on my
chest. It'll hurt like hell, this time around. It's bigger, too."
"I don't get the tattoo thing at all, but just look at it as something very 'manly,'"
Donna looked at me mischievously and filled her mouth with salad.
"Yeah, right. More like 'ridiculously painful.'"
"Eh, same thing."
Tattoos seem to be one ofthose things that a person either loves or hates, and some
folks still associate bodyart with rowdy bikers, illegal drugs, andgeneral mayhem. I'd
never thought of tattoos that way, partly because I'd known several World War Two
veterans who hadthem. Theirtattoosweren't of the "deathanddestruction" variety, but
weremostly depictions of pin-up girls. It was a great ideato take a meaningful pieceof art
withyouwherever went. I hadwanted a tattoo from the time thatI wastwelve or thirteen,
and bythetime I had been inthearmy for a couple ofyears, I was more than ready to get
one. The military takes away a lotofa person's autonomy and individual expression, and
tattoos, for some servicemembers, help restore a sense ofdistinctiveness. I'm not sure
exactly what my original motivation was—self-expression, rebellion, wanting tochange my
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body, or wearing portable, indelible art—^but, for me, tattoos have come to embody all of the
above.
I can't remember the circumstances surrounding the old flower tattoo, but I
appreciated the one I was about to get because it wouldn't just "cover" the flower, but would
be shooting out over it, incorporating it into a symbol that was more in line with who I am.
Spiderman had always been my favorite superhero. He was the unassuming science student,
Peter Parker, who was trying to make the best ofthe major challenges in his life, one of
which was an unusual body.
The following Thursday I returned to the tattoo studio, lay back on the reclining,
dentist-like chair, and felt the needles tear through my chest at thirty-threestrokesper
second. First came the outline of the tattoo. Slowly, and painfully, Spidybegan to appear. I
could tell when Dino was starting on the web that shot out of the web shooter on
Spiderman's right wrist. He was close to the nipple, and the pain of the needles rakingmy
skin doubled. Finally, Dino stoppedto clear the black ink out of the stylusand assureme,
"Okay, just have to colorin the suitand boots." After some thirty or forty minutes, just
whenI thoughtthat I hadground myteeth down to the gums, Dino sprayed an anti-bacterial
solution overthetattoo for the lasttimeand wiped it clean witha paper towel.
"That's it." He satmeup and handed me a mirror. "Wadda ya think, man?"
The daisy washistory. Where it had once been, a slightly puffy, redand blue
Spiderman leapt offofmy chest. The detail ofthe webbing and all ofthe lines through the
spider suit was incredible, worth every bit ofground tooth enamel, worth ever stab ofpain
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that told me the surgery hadn't ruined the nerve endings in my chest and that I had retained
total sensation.
"Great detail."
Dino looked smug. 'Til tape a loose bandage over it, so you don't bleed all over
your shirt, and then you can take off."
Donna had to inspect Dino's work right there in the kitchen, as soon as I got home.
'Hmmm," she squintedat Spidy, "Ifyou didn't knowthe flowerwas ever there, you
wouldn't notice it. Just barely a little outline of it." She started to put her forefinger on the
tattoo and I stepped back.
'Don't touch it!"
She straightened up. 'Is it that sore?"
"Well, I kept tightening up my pects against the pain, so they hurt, but, no," I lied,
"it's not too bad. I just don't want you to messup the scab. Ifyou scratch it, insteadof
letting it dry out and fall off on it's own, you scar the tattoo—^take the color off the skin."
"Oh. Well, trying not to ruin it'll be a hassle."
"It's worth it. And it should healup in a weekor so." I craned myneckdown to
admire thetattoo. AsSpidermari healed, I would begin to forget about thecontour ofmy
chest altogether.
"So," Donna remarked, after stopping me inthekitchen one morning to check out
the now scab-fi-ee image ofthe Web Crawler on my shirtless self, "I'll bet this means you're
notsatisfied. That you'll bewanting to have thegenital surgery next."
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Why did these conversations always have to happen first thing in the morning,
before I was fully awake? ''Well, I have been giving it more thought," I admitted as I filled
a cup with coffee and replaced the pot on the coffee maker.
'1 just knew you'd never be happy," Donna slammed the box ofcom flakes down on
the counter, '^hat you'd have to have more and more surgery. And you told me you'd never
want to have genital surgery." The black cat sniffed at a flake that had been launched from
the box and settled on the kitchen floor. Donna shooed her away and tossed the errant flake
in the trash.
"Wait a minute, I said that I would take one procedure at a time, and see how I felt.
And it's the phalloplasty that I said I could never imagine having done." I gulped coffee and
continued to defend myself '*Nowthat my chest has been taken care ot I notice the fact
that I don't have a dick even more."
Donna had stopped dealing with her cereal and was leaning against the counter
oppositeme, her arms folded across her chest. "But you got that prosthesis," she freed one
hand and brandished an index finger at mycrotch, "and I thought that was helping."
"Well, it does, a bit," I conceded, reaching down to cupthe prosthesis and shiftmy
shorts around it. It came froma professional prosthetist in Australia. He hadbeenaskedby
a transsexual friend, who was tired of trying to get oversized dildos and other packing
material to lookandfeel right in his pants, to develop a realistic penileprosthesis. After
several tries, the prosthetist cameupwitha flaccid silicone penisandtesticles that look
incredibly real, with"veins" thatghost through a barely translucent "skin." Fifteen skin
shades andthreedifferent sizes are available. The prosthesis attaches to the skin with
surgical adhesive. Itmakes a realistic bulge in any pair ofpants, warms to body
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temperature, moves with the wearer, and generally feels like it's a part of the body.
thought it would help distract my brain from the fact that I'm missing something, but it's
actually doing the opposite."
Doima glared.
''Really," I explained, ''you don't knowwhat it's like to lose your dick in a room full
ofpeople. The computer lab I teach in was so hot last Wednesday that everyone was
sweating. Just as I was going over the proper way to document a website in an essay, I felt
my prosthesis slowly slip offofmy body. Thank god I was wearing tight briefs or there
would've been this slurping noise before my dick slipped down my pants leg!" Joking about
the scene was the only way that I could handle the shame and embarrassment I'd felt. Donna
didn't seem to appreciate the humor.
''But we haven't had a break from surgery. I just don't see why you have to focus on
surgery and genitals. Why can't we just focus on us for a while?"
"A break? Us? But my chest surgery only put me out of commission for a few
months, and I don't know when I'll be able to afford another procedure. And we're free to
work on relationship issues any time. We can always do things together.. .though we never
do," I retorted. "Why blame my surgery?"
Donna turned away from me, picked up her bowl ofnow soggy cereal, and walked
toward the living room. "You'd just better consider all of the ramifications of this surgery.
There's no going back."
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UNDER THE KNIFE
Donna paused while reading the Saturdaymorning paper. "Check out this article,"
she suggested. "There's a new study out about how gender identity is established in the first
trimester ofa baby's life. A Dr. Reiner's the lead scientist."
"Wow," slippedout as I lookedover her shoulder and read the first paragraph. '^le
worksout of John's Hopkins. That's where Dr.Money did hiswork claiming that gender is
learned. He's the psychologistwho kept pushing for surgeryon babies to reassign their
sex.. .just because ofa botched circumcision or a tiny penis."
"I didn't know that. Back in the dark ages of the eighties, he was one ofthe few
health professionals who had written anything about transsexualism. He seemed
supportive."
"Hmm." I finished reading the article and went into the kitchen to refill my coffee
cup. Reentering the living room, I added, "I'd really like to talk about what's going on
between us, sometime, today."
"Yeah, we haven't been able to talk since.. .when," Donna searched her brain for a
date, "December?"
I nodded. It had been four or five months. "I got the feeling that you wanted to say
something to me a couple ofweeks ago, but held back."
"Well, finals week was coming up, and I just didn't want to get into it then. You
made some remark like—oh, I know,youwere ticked off at me becauseI was lookingat
sports cars again. It was something like, 'You're trying to makeup your mindaboutwhich
muscle car to buy, whenyou still haven't decided whether youwant to bewithmeor not.'
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"Yeah," I agreed. "Well, you've got your spiffy, new Cougar, now. What are you
thinking about us?" The black cat had ensconced herself on my chair, so I kicked back on
the couch, propping myselfup with three pillows.
'Remember that article we saw in the Times?" Donna began. "The one about the
transsexual guy from Illinois who did an anonymous interview?"
I remembered it. It had left me with a bottomless feeling, as though I were looking
over the edge of a cliff.
"Sounded like us," she continued, "because he and his partner said that they still
loved each other. They split up, though. And that article you gave me," Donna hurried on,
"from the Web, about the different reactions women had to their partners transitioning—
they all made me feel like I wasn't the only one. There're ways to work through this. And
since we started sleeping in separate beds because you wanted some space, well.. .for one
thing, I seem to sleep better on my own.. .but, really, I feel like I've gotten a different look at
things. Last year, we talked about the possibility of living separately for a while, while we
sort things out... and now that doesn't seem as threatening to me... 'course, it's not exactly
imminent.. .but I can see it as a possibility. Here's where I'm at.. .you've said that you
really think I'm oriented to women. I haven't had more than one male lover, but I don't find
men's bodies totally repulsive... and I like the way that men tend to be action-oriented,
decisive...but there's a whole lot aboutwomenthat I like. I like the cooperationand
concern for others, I like the native smell and feel ofwomen."
How long had I been offeringDonna resources for partners oftransgendermen?
Over two years? And howlong had shesuggested in a sideways fashion that her sleep
problems wereconnected with my'Vibes" before I couldn't stand it any longer and moved
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to a separate bed? This all sounded surreal. I didn't know what to think or say. I just
decided to go with the flow ofthe conversation. 'When you've mentioned this before," I
finally told her, *Tve thought about that fnend ofGenie's, the woman who loves to be
around otherwomen, but wants to partnerandhave sexwith men, and I couldn't understand
why you thought that was strange or confusing. A lot of heterosexualwomen I've known
prefer to spend most oftheir time with other women."
Donna nodded and then asked, "What about you?"
'I'm learning that I enjoy being with other men, but that I also like being with
women. I mean, when I spent time with the gay^i men's group, I really felt out ofplace
because the gay male pop culture—actually, pop culture, in general—^is definitely not my
thing. If I were with another man, as a partner, I'd want us to have a social life more like
Jay and Greg's.. .they're really out, but they don't always party at gay bars or only have gay
fnends. They'rejust regular folks with a variety of friends. That would be me. But I'm
still attracted to women. I'm still attracted to you."
"That makes me feel good." Donna looked down and picked at her fingernails. After
a few seconds she continued. "Our relationship doesn't seem like a romantic one anymore,
but I think it could be. We've got such similar values, and that's hard to come by. None of
my other partners could understand my love for animals or my vegetarianism. We're really
similar, and we can respect and appreciate each other's differences, too." Donna squirmed
uncomfortably, "I'm babbling, now, but I reallywant to come away from this conversation
with a plan for the summer... something concrete thatwe cando as a next stepto working
through this."
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I wondered what she had in mind, and doubted that she believed what she was
saying. It was such a sudden, surreal shift from the usual state ofaffairs. "What're you
wanting to do?"
"Well, we could do different things. We could even live apart for the summer. What
I reallythink that I want to do, though, is to spend more timewithwomen... and not just gay
women. I'm already going to that women's group, but I want to see my friend Amy more
often. We used to spenda lot oftime together, but we've sort of drifted apart, and I don't
want to lose her as a friend. So, Ijust wantto be with women more...not sexually...just be
withwomen, to helpme decide if I'm reallybi, or what." Donnapaused, thoughtfiilly.
"I've resisted identifying as bisexual, you know. In that community I was part of in
Wisconsin, it was terribly unpopular to call yourself bi, and I wanted desperately to fit in. I
didn't want to keep internalizing my homophobia, either, so it seemed best to be lesbian all
the way. Now, I think that it might not be frightening to explore the possibility that I'm
really bi, and that Ijust prefer the company ofwomen. Or, I might be a transgendered
lesbian. I don't know. My last two partners didn't like mymasculinity. I guess that I
haven't really thought about what two feminine women would be and do in a
partnership.. .that's just not something that I can imagine being part of"
"Hmm." I nodded. This really was an awfully big leap from where Donna had been
during that last argument we'd had, but living apart for a while was certainly an attractive
possibility. We had to do something different, becausewhat we had been doing so far
wasn't working.
'I'm not sure that I'm really comfortable with a completely open relationship,
though. I don't wantto askyou to putyour lifeon hold while I figure out mine, but I'm
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really afraid that I'd be too jealous—and I'd be worried about STDs (sexually transmitted
diseases), especially if you had sex with another man.. .that's twice as dangerous."
^TDon't think I haven't considered that," I assured her, not believing my ears. "Even
safe sex isn't completely risk free, I know. And open relationships are full of potential
trouble. But, I gotta tell you, it's been tough to shut down my libido, especially over the last
couple ofmonths. I've run into women who've thought I'm cute. A clerk in Penney's was
flirting with me when I bought that new pair of shorts last week, and Delia told me that one
ofher students, a straight woman, wrote a journal entry about me after I spoke to her class.
This woman had seen me waiting for the elevator, before class, and thought she'd like to go
out with me. When she saw that I was the day's speaker, and that I'd lived as a woman, she
was really surprised.. .but not put-off, either. And then there was the guy who cruised me in
the grocery store..
Donna interrupted, "You are a cutie.. .and the ultimate sensitive guy. And, I was
thinking about Kaye's husband the other day... how he takes care ofthe home while she
works, but still offers to beat up any guy that gives her trouble.. .1 think you're like that, and
it's attractive. I just don't know. I've got really fondmemories ofCarol Ann, and I'll never
want those to go away, but I thinkI've finally accepted yourtransition, that this is whoyou
are,whatyou needed to do. Yesterday, when youtoldmethat youmight be ableto afford
genital surgery inthe next year, I justthought 'Oh, well, good. Hewas getting depressed
about notbeing able to have it forfive ortenyears.' I knew you were surprised thatI didn't
freak. Actually," Donna looked down and fiddled with her fingernails again, "I'm
wondering if itwouldn't beeasier to relate toyou, uh, sexually, ifyou've gotall theparts in
theright places. But, I don't know.. .this isjust a big time ofchange forme... for us." Her
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eyes shifted back up toward a comer ofthe living room ceiling. ^We've got to go through it
one step at a time, but I can see us getting through it, now, without an ugly blow-up and a lot
ofblaming."
Donna's words were hopeful, but I wasn't so sure that she had prophesied accurately.
She still said the name Carol Ann as though it represented an entirely different human being,
and there was this sudden statement about the surgerymaking things easier for her. I could
hardly believe it, and most of the time we had seemed to be talking around things, as though
both ofus had been tiying to convince ourselves of things we didn't believe, or avoid what
we were really thinking. A week after our conversation, I would discover that I could,
indeed, just barely afford genital surgery. Because the Canadian surgeon I wanted to do the
surgery had decided that post-operative care did not need to be quite as lengthy as he once
thought, and the American dollar had risen in value against the Canadian dollar, the price of
surgery and post-operative care had dropped by nearly a thousand dollars. I had also
received an offer from one credit card company for a loan ofup to three thousand dollars at
4.9 percent interest. I'd be making fairly high monthly payments for longer than I wanted to
think about, but with relief from body dysphoria in reach, I had to go for it.
"Julie," I announced to my therapist on aMarch afternoon, '1 still can't quite believe
it, but I've discovered that I'll be able to afford genital surgery this year and I'd like for you
to write me a recommendation letter."
"Are you still planning on going to the surgeon in Montreal?" Julie asked. When I
nodded that I was, she followed up, "now, explain to meagain whichprocedure youwantto
have done, and why you've chosen that one."
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"I want to have a clitoral release. That's where the surgeon, basically, cuts around
the clitoris, to release it, and then pulls it up about two inches. He sews the labia majora
under it and inserts silicone testicular implants. I still won't be able to pee standing up, but
at least I'll have all my parts where my brain says they should be, even if they aren't as big
as I'd like. And the surgeon doesn't mess around with the clitoral nerve, so I don't have to
worry very much about losing sexual function. That can happen with the other procedures."
"What if this doesn't turn out to be good enough, and you want to have
phalloplasty?"
'1 can do more down road, like have my urethra re-routed and a full-size penis
constructed; I'm not burning any bridgeswith this surgery. Besides the low risk ofmessing
up my ability to orgasm and the lower cost, this is the big reason I'm choosing this particular
procedure. Well, and it will all still be my original equipment.. .not a piece from my arm
and my thigh sewn in different places.. .just a reconfiguration ofwhat's always been there,
in the proper location."
Julie was nodding. "Alright, other than a letter from me, what do you need to do to
schedule?"
have to ask my doc at Student Health to write a letter, have a bunch of lab tests
done, and send the surgeonan application and medical history, alongwith a recent
photograph ofmy face. When they've got everything, a nurse will call me fromMontreal to
set up a date for surgery. I'll haveto wait anywhere from a month to a year, depending on
what the surgery schedule is like."
''How do you feel about the long wait?" Julie asked.
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I shifted in the chair and ran my hand through my hair. 'Well, just having a date for
surgery will have to help me feel better, and I don't really have a choice in the matter."
Fortunately, my patience wouldn't be tested very strenuously. One month after I
spoke with Julie, all of the test results and necessary paperwork had accumulated in the
office ofDr. Dusault, and his nurse called fi"om Montreal to set up a date for surgery. The
fourth ofAugust, about four months in the fiiture, was the earliest available date, and it
would just barely allow me the time I'd need to recover enough to head back to classes in
September. I'd be walking fimny, no doubt, but I'd be walking.
Once again, I had to wonder how Donna would deal with my surgery. When I talked
with her about setting up a date, she hadn't said very much. There were some detached
platitudes about knowing how much it meant to take this big step and a discussion about
how her job and fear offlying made it impossible for her to accompanyme. Her calmness
was unsettling, and was heavy with resignation, and a sort of pulling away. Loss and
separation dampened down my excitement yet again, but I recognized that it was better I go
alone. I wouldn't have to deal with the silence and discomfort that preceded my chest
surgery, and I'd be fi-ee to celebrate my surgical results as I recovered in a convalescent
house inMontreal. I doubtedthere wouldbe muchofa celebratoryatmosphere when I
returned to Iowa.
On the day beforemy surgery, I wasbacking out toward the streetandvery nearly
hit the trash cans on the edge of the driveway. Whether I was distracted bythe fact thatI
was on myway to Montreal to havemygenitals rearranged or I wasjust half-asleep because
it was a quarter to five in themorning, I wasn't sure. Itwas probably a bitofboth. I didn't
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want a repeat of that first trip to see the endocrinologist in Iowa City, I thought,
remembering the damage I'd done to Donna's pickup almost three years ago. I took a deep
breath before I continued backing out, and managed to arrive safely at the house ofthe
friend who would drive my car back from Des Moines.
'Hey, there," Darren gave me his standard greeting, closing his front door and loping
down the sidewalk to meet me. As we approached the car, which I'd parked directly under a
street light, he seemed to bend his tall, lanky frame to look at me a bit more closely before
asking, "Would you like for me to drive? You must have a lot ofon your mind."
''Yeah," I admitted, 'Tm pretty distracted. You awake enough? I think we have
time to stop for coffee if you need..."
"No, I'm fine. Just get in and relax. I'll get us there in one piece."
As Darren drove through the nearly deserted streets, turned the car toward the on-
ramp, then merged with the early morning traffic on the interstate, he rambled on about
getting up early, traveling, and a few otherthings that I admitI never really heard. It was so
incredible that I was actually getting on a plane and leaving Iowa, for the first time since I'd
moved to the state, to go have sex reassignment surgery. I was actually goingawayand
returningwith a dick and balls. But thatwaswhat lurked in the back of my mind...the
surgery...would it go well, would the result be good? I'd seen four photographs ofthe
procedure called metadoioplasty, andonly oneof the simpler procedure that I was having
performed. I wondered what I would look like. On some level, I didn't care somuch about
appearances because, at theveryleast, mygenitals would get rearranged enough so thatI
could bemore comfortable withthem.. .1 hoped.
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Darren pulled onto the ramp at the airport labeled "Departures." I decided that I'd
better just focus on the present, and as I stepped out of the car I gave him a reminder. "Keys
in the potted tomato plant on the back porch. Donna will fish 'em out when she gets home
from work."
"Got it," he confirmed, moving back toward the hatch to pull out my suitcase. He
dropped it on the pavement and threw his arms around me. 'Til be thinking about you
tomorrow."
As I watched my little car disappear, I wished he could have stayed until my plane
left. I shrugged off the wish, picked up my bag, and headed for the ticket counter.
"May I see your driver's license and your passport or birth certificate?" the ticket
agent asked after she'd punched up my reservation on her computer.
This is where it began. How many times would someone notice the sex listed on my
birth certificate and ask me about it? For once I was glad that my driver's license also read
'Temale." At least they both matched. I'd probably have more trouble if they didn't.
"Oh," she said, and my heart jumpedbefore I heardher add, "I see that your father is
fromCanada. Wheredid he grow up."
I relaxed. "Alberta."
'Tm fromVancouver, originally. Are you going to visit relatives?"
"No, not this time."
"That'stoobad. Well," she handed me my identification and my boarding passes,
"your luggage is checked through toyour final destination. I hope you enjoy Montreal."
I thanked her and turned inthe direction ofthe concourse, my mind beginning to
settle into what I have come to refer to as "travel limbo," a semi-hypnotic state, aunique
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experience, wholly separate from anj^hing preceding the departure and following the arrival.
Sounds ofdifferent sorts of engines. Wheels rolling over different kinds of surfaces.
Crying, clapping, and laughter. Expressions of loss or potential. Unusual landscapes. A
space in which decisions beyond window or aisle, smoking or non-smoking, need not be
made. Nothing is required, except to simply "be." Worrying and wondering wasn't going
to help. I just needed to concentrate on getting there, on trying to enjoy the trip. Because I
had been pouring most ofmy energy and money into my education, I hadn't had the time or
funds to travel anjrwhere in a long, long time. Although I knew people who did, it just
didn't make sense to me to take out a student loan for a vacation. In any case, it felt good to
finally be traveling again.
Once on board, all I could see out the window ofthe small jet were its engines,
suspended from wings attached to the top ofthe fuselage, instead ofthe bottom. When they
rumbled to life and the RJ-85 rolled down the taxi way, I leaned back and closed my eyes.
This was going to be some experience.
The premonition, as it turned out, had been correct. Rattled from flying through
turbulent skies and three hours behind schedule because of lightning-filled thunderstorms, I
gratefully arrived in a warm, humid, overcast Montreal. I checked into the small bed and
breakfast mysurgeon's office had recommended, not caring that I hadn't hadany supper,
and looking forward to crashing onmy bed. At first, it felt good to lieonthecool quilt, look
up at the slanted, light-blue ceiling of theupstairs dormer, and listen to children's laughter
and shrieks coming from thenextdoorneighbors' pool. AsI relaxed I began to notice that
very little air made itsway through the open window, and that theroom felt damp and close.
I thought about the night before I had left my home state for army basic training—another
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warm, rainy night—and all the other times that I'd been on the cusp ofa huge change in my
life. There'd almost always been another person there with me, or I'd spent half of the
evening talking with my oldest sister or a friend on the phone, dreading change, uneasy
about the unknown, not wanting to be alone. This time, I had calledDonna, but we'd only
spoken for a few minutes, and here I was, now, by myself, only a bit nervous, drifting offto
sleep.
At seven the next morning, I had left the bed and breakfast behind and was sitting on
the hospitalbed that I would occupyfor the next dayor so. A tall, blonde, athleticlooking
man in a lab coat appeared. He thrust out a hand and introducedhimself in a deep-voiced,
French accent. *1 amDr. Dusault. You are first on my list today." Easing himself into a
nearby chair, he crossed his legs and asked, 'T)o you have any questions about the
procedure?"
'Well, first ofall, I want to make sure that my girlfriend gets a call once I'm out of
surgery."
''No problem," Dusault assured me with a wave of his hand. "Just remind the nurse
when she takes you up to the operating room."
"Thanks. I knowshemustbeworried." I paused, gathering mythoughts. "I've seen
the photos and diagrams you sent, and read about theprocedure, so I guess I really don't
haveany questions.. .unless there's anything you could add to thatmaterial."
Dusault leaned forward and became a bitmore animated. He obviously loved his
work. "Well, forone thing, your testicles will notbejoined ina single scrotum. Because
we're not closing off the vagina in this procedure, only the anterior endsof the labiacan be
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used. However," he smiled and took on a confidential tone, 'the implants are quite large, so
your testicles will be as big, if not bigger than most other men's—
"Huh, break my heart," I grinned.
"and," he continued, smiling back, "like some other men, you'll appear to have a
ridge of skin between the scrotum and anus."
I nodded. "Sounds fine."
"Good" he answered, slapping his knee emphatically and standing up. 'Tfyou have
no more questions, I'll see you upstairs."
I shook my head and Dusault stepped to the other side ofa curtain that separated the
room to talk with Gene. A quiet, middle-agedguy. Gene had arrived at the hospital just
after I had. He was friendly enough, but was obviously more comfortable asking questions
than answeringthem. I did learn that his phalloplasty had not been completely successful—
he was here to haveDusault fix his blockedurethra. He hadn't urinatednormally in three
weeks. A nurse bustled in with forms and an admonition to make one last visit to the
bathroom after I'd filled themout. As soonas she left, a large, disheveled man shambled
into the room, introducing himselfas the anesthesiologist. He readmy chartand asked me
my weight.
"Mylastsurgery was pretty rough," I told him. "I had a lotof trouble waking upand
breathing on my own."
Henodded his shaggy, gray head. "Noted." Hepaused and then added onhis way
out the door, "You shouldn't have anyproblems this time around."
He and the rest ofthe staffwere so confident and relaxed that I didn't find myself
getting any more uptight as I undressed and put on a green hospital gown. Still, the contrast
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between my experience and theirs was sharp. As I walked upstairs with a nurse and climbed
on a gumey just outside the operating room, I remembered that, while I was experiencing
something special, this was all in a day's work for them. They'd been through many
operations like mine. What had I expected, a big brass band in pre-op?
Shit! was my next thought as the anesthesiologist inserted the IV needle into my left
hand and injected a sedative. I'd forgotten to tell him that sedatives had always made me
nauseous, woozy. But there wasn't any need. I rested calmlyuntil someone came to wheel
me into the operating room. I slid onto the operatingtable and the anesthesiologist patted
my shoulder. Eveiything seemed comfortingly familiar: the lights were blinding, electronic
devices were flashing, and there were busy nurses on the periphery. Dusault entered in a
mask, and patted my leg firmly. "Alright, Johnny," he said, 'Sve're ready to go." They were
definitely ready for me, because his voice was the last thing I remembered.
'T have to change your ice, Johnny," a woman's voice explained as something was
placed between my legs. It was a cool, uncomfortable wad. No, it was the wad attached to
my body that was uncomfortable. The ice bag was on the wad. Oh,
yeah... surgery.. .package. That's funny, a voice in my head quipped, rocks on ice. The face
that went with the voice came into focus. Thewomanthey both belongedto had a thin
smile and curly, auburn hair. ^^My name is Colette," she introduced herself in a soft French
accent and laid a hand on my right arm. *The surgerywent very well and you are back in
your room. How are you feeling? Would you like something for pain?"
"Oh, yeah,"I told her. Thewadwas throbbing away incessantly, andI wanted to get
some more sleep.
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''Before I give you your shot, do you need to go to the bathroom?"
Some sort of sensation suggested that I did. "I think so."
"Okay, you've got a catheter with a plug. Let me show you." The nurse lifted my
gown, to reveal a thin, mesh-like pair ofunderwear. She pulled these down a bit and
extricated a clear tube fromunderneaththe hugemass of gauze overmy groin. "Just take
the red cap offof the tube and let it drain into this urinal." She handed me the urinal and
began to leave the room. "Next time, you'll be able to get up anduse the toilet. I'll be back
with your injection."
Much ofthe rest of the day, and throughout the night, I sleptbetweenvisits by the
nurse.
"I couldn't believe you,"Gene said through the curtain the following morning. It
sounded like hewas eating crackers very cautiously. "Everytimethe nurse camein and
offered you a shot, you'd yell, 'Wow! Can I have another onealready? Hitme!"
"What canI say,"I shrugged and shoved a big spoonful of oatmeal intomymouth. I
remembered thepain... including thepain inmy heels and elbows from thehard hospital bed
and the rough sheets. I also remembered feeling claustrophobic, wanting to scream and leap
from the bed. That I put down to the morphine and the way itmesses with my head. Still, I
had been grateful for my shambling, shaking, 3 a.m. excursion tothe bathroom. My catheter
had dripped as I swayed onthetoilet seat and sighed.
"Eh, ifI hadn't been so sick, I'd've taken 'em, too," Gene admitted. "Sorry I kept
groaning and throwing up. Anesthesia always screws upmy stomach."
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'Don't apologize." I put my oatmeal bowl back on the tray, glad I'd finishedeating
my breakfast before the subject had changed. Gene's wife andDr. Dusault arrived, cutting
the conversation short.
"Good morning," Dusault beamed, hands in the front pockets ofhis lab coat. "You
are feeling well, I trust."
'"Better'n last night," I admitted.
"Much better," Gene agreed.
Dusault nodded and then announced, '^Both ofyour surgerieswent very well, and
you can go to the residence as soon as you're ready."
Gene's wife, Anna, a petite womanwith a low voice and graying hair, looked from
her husband to me. 'I've talked with Dr. Dusault, and—ifyou like, Johnny—we can all
drive over to the residence together. Gene and I have a rental car, and we know the way
from the last time we were here."
"Great." I answered, looking forward to getting out of the hard hospital bed as soon
as possible. "'Preciate it."
"I'll be over to talk with you individually and drop offyour prescriptions around one
o'clock," Dusault informed us. "Settle in at the residence and get some rest. I'll see you
later."
Within the hour Gene and I had been released from our IVs and Anna was
negotiating the streets ofMontreal, trying to avoid potholes as Gene and I balanced our
tender parts precariously on our seats. Vaguely hoping that the residence would have better
ventilationthan the bed-and-breakfast had, andthat the bedswould be softer than theywere
in the hospital, I glanced over at the rustingAMCPacer in the lane next to us. The driver, a
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teenage guy, hadhisarmaround a girlwhowassnuggling up to him and falling outofher
halter top. Thecontrast between what was happening in theircar andwhat washappening
in ours was comical, but I couldn't help thinking, again, of the things I'd missed as a
teenager... ritesof passage...guess what I wasdoing now wasa type of a rite. I brought
myselfbackto the present asAnna pulled the carup to a large, two-story, brickhouse.
'^iere we are,"Anna said, turning from her place at the steering wheel to grinat
Gene and me. "I'll get yourbags thistime, butyou'll have to carry 'em out ofhereonyour
own!"
The large hardwood doorto thehouse opened and a round, sunny woman emerged,
clapping her hands whenshe recognized Gene. "Oh,monsieur Gene, it's goodto seeyou
again so soon!" She kissed him on either cheek. "Are you back for a visit?"
"No," Genewinced, beginningto waddle slowlyinto the house. "Unfortunately, Dr.
Dusault had to take care of a problem."
Thewoman's lips puckeredas she frowned sympathetically. "Oh, I'm so sorry."
Then, noticingthat I was waddling, too, she introduced herself. 'I'm Danielle. You mustbe
Johnny." After kissing me on either cheek, she started giving directions. "Gene and Anna,
your room is on the left, just as you enter—^the Debussy room. Johnny, you should turn left
also, but you are in the Wagner room."
At the end ofthe short hallway were three rooms. Each door had a small plastic bust
of a classical composer attached to it, along with a nameplate. Debussy was on the left,
Mozart at the end, and Wagner on the right. The late morning sun was streaming through
the open doors ofthe rooms and into the hallway. A checked quilt covered the bed in my
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room, a small wardrobe stood in one comer, and a television set occupied another comer. It
was a lot like a large motel room.
"Would you like a small tour ofthe first floor before you settle in?" Danielle asked,
lingering at my door.
Despite my grogginess and soreness, I took her up on the offer. Glancing at the pale,
tiny, austere face ofWagner on myway out the door, I smiled. As long as no one is singing,
I thought, Wagner's great.
On the tour of the house, I noticed that it had three floors. Danielle informed me that
it could house twenty people very comfortably. She pointed out the first bathroom we came
to. "This is the bathroom that you will be using. There are spray bottles of an antibacterial
and also paper towels. You must use both of them every time you take a shower or go to the
bathroom. Because so many people here are healing, we must be very careful to keep the
bathrooms clean ofgerms."
I nodded and we continued on to the kitchen and the huge, open, common area. A
table for twelve ran perpendicular to a stone fireplace, and on the right was a wall of
windows with a line ofcouches and easy chairs beneath them. Three women occupied some
ofthese seats.
"Well, hello there," one ofthem said in a husky, meaningful tone.
I smiled back and continued to walk on throughwith Danielle to the next room. It
had an incrediblyhigh ceiling and contained a blue andwhite tiled pool In one comer a
Jacuzzi steamedand bubbled quietly, in another, two large tropical plants bent over the edge
ofthe pool.
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'That is all," announcedDanielle. "I must go prepare lunch. Please talk with me if
you have any questions."
Instead offollowing her back through the common area, I stood by the Jacuzzi for a
while, watching it steam. How should I dealwith those women? I had to pass them to get
back to my room, and I certainly couldn't avoid them for four days. They seemed to be
transsexual, and I'd had more than a few bad experiences withMtFs. Even my friendPatty,
anMtF I'd met through the support groupon campus, was leeryoftrans women in packs;"
to her theywere catty, cutting, and altogetherdeadly. Finally, I resignedmyselfto being
objectified, characterized as a bastardor an asshole, or just generally harassed, andpushed
through the door to the main part ofthe house.
'Hello, shug," a blonde woman drawled as she slowly uncoiled the long set of legs
she'd had folded under her and stood up. A bandage covered her nose and there was a small
incision at her throat. She must have had the bridge ofher nose and her adam's apple
shaved down a bit.
'Tli, I'm Johnny."
She took my hand, cocked her head to the side, and conspiratorially shared that her
name was Laura. The other two women were busy appraising me, out loud, as if I weren't
there.
'He looks good. You'd never know, would you?" A woman with long, black hair,
and a blinding collection ofjewelry was the speaker.
"Oh, I'd look twice. But it's really no big deal for FtMs," the red-head next to her
replied.
"True. Wonder what he's had done."
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Laura rolled her eyes. I interrupted them with a question. "And your names are... ?"
'Tm Deena," the first woman answered. "This," she said, indicating the woman next
to her, "is Tanya. We were just saying how good you look. You really could pass for a man
anywhere."
"That's the goal, isn't it?" Laura broke in sarcastically. "Sometimes," she turned to
me, "we get so hung up on 'passing' that we forget to 'be.'"
One ofthe women on the couch sighed, and both looked thoughtfiil. It soon became
apparent that Deena and Tanya felt awkward andwere nervous about their upcoming
surgery. Once we talked about the discomfort, though, a lot of it evaporated and we began
to get to know one another.
"So," Laura ventured at somepoint duringthe following day, 'Vhat did you have
done—ifyou don't mind my asking." Tanya andanother woman, Jenny, sat on eitherside
ofher, on the big couch in the common area.
"Yeah," Jenny chimed in fi'om her placeon a recUner as she flipped her curlybrown
hair and shifted herweight on a bright orange, inflatable rubber donut, "what dothey, uh, do
for you? I don't know anj^hing about j/owr surgery." Jenny knew plenty about howa
vagina was constructed because her's wasonly five days old.
"There area few choices. Atthehigh end is phalloplasty. Usually, a piece of skin, a
nerve, and a blood vessel are taken fi'om the forearm and made into afive or six-inch penis.
It's possible to try to hook upthe nerves sothat there's sensation. Aprosthetic device—a
rodor a pump—can be added laterso thatyou can have an erection. The downside ofthis
surgery isthat the nerves may get damaged and not provide much sensation in the penis, the
113
skin from the arm may not survive the transplant, the nerves in the arm the material was
taken from might get screwed up, and the urethra may not work right... Gene's here because
his urethra got blocked.. .the doctors where he lives had to use a needle to drain his bladder.''
"God almighty!" Tanya interjected.
"Yeah. All that for not less than thirty thousand dollars. Not for me." Everyone
looked thoughtful. "There's also metadoioplasty, which seems to be more successfiil, more
popular, and less expensive... around twelve thousand dollars. They release the labia from
around the clitoris, pull it up a couple of inches higher on the body, wrap the labia minora
around it, and insert testicular implants into the labia majora."
Jenny's face screwed up into a question. *Ts...uh...it...big enough?"
"The clitoris?" I asked. When she nodded I explained, "Testosterone makes the
clitoris grow from one to two inches larger. It really does become a small penis."
"That makes sense," Laura said thoughtfully. "The penis corresponds to the clitoris
and the skin that covers the testicles is, in a way, the labia."
"Exactly," I explained, "That's one ofthe reasons that I had the surgery I did. It's
like the metadoioplasty, but it doesn't require a hysterectomy beforehand. Theydon't
reroute the urethra so you can pee standing up, and they don't completely closeup the
vagina. I canhave that done later,when I've got about twelve grandto spare."
All thewomen shook theirheads. Jenny guessed, "So, youprobably looklike
you've had a cold shower?"
"Yep," I grinned, "a verycold one. Just call me 'Stubby.
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Tanya wagged her finger at me, broke into a mischievous grin, and warned, "Don't
jump into a cold lakeor your dickwill get sucked intoyour body anddisappear
completely!"
We groaned and she shrugged. Bad jokes became common, and they were jokes that
are probablyonly fliimy to those ofus who were in the house at the time, sharingour
experience. Still, humor helped everyone who was recovering deal with the pain and post-
op routines. We called the waddling gait that everyoneemployed ''the Montreal shuffle"
and toasted each other with prune juice at nearlyeverymeal. Most of us werewalking
aroundwith long catheters that were taped to our thighs insteadofhookedup to a bag, and
someone eventually suggested an amendment to the oldMae West line: "Is that your
catheter, or are you happy to see me?" We discussed the shape and color of the bruising in
our groin area and shared the awkward moments we'd had during our transitions. Humor
also helped those whoweregoing to have surgery deal wdth theiranxiety. They sawthat
what theywereabout to undergo wasdifficult, but hardly impossible, and theyknew that
those whowould still be around when theycame outof thehospital would support them and
be able to offer helpful advice.
Myrecovery was nothing, compared to that ofthewomen who had essentially had a
hole cutintheir body, their testicles removed, their penis turned inside outto form their new
vagina, and labia constructed around theopening. It's anincredibly invasive and involved
procedure^ and the recovery time is fairly long. Dilators, like variably sized dildos, must be
used several times a day tokeep the new canal open and to exercise surrounding muscles.
Eventually, a dilator only hasto beused once a week, butdilation must be done for the rest
of the woman's life.
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Saturday morning, two days after Td had my surgery, I was finally going to have the
catheter removed, get my first look at my new penis and gonads, and find out what my
recovery time would be like. It had already been full of sleepless, pain-filled nights, days of
discomfort, and worries about what I'd havewhen the swellingwent down and the tissue
healed. I imagined that I'd face more of the same.
Dr. Dusault arrived at one o'clock, as promised. I gingerly took offmy roomy shorts
and peeled back the mesh underwear so that he could remove the catheter and the bandages
that hadn't been touched since my surgery. Under the loose, fluffy layers ofwhite gauze
were a few layers ofgauze that had been soaked in paraffin. They were molded to my body
and were a mottled yellow and red color. Slowly, Dusault began to peel this back. Down
through my groin, and part way up my abdomen, ran a deep, bluish-purple bruise. My heart
sank as Dusault and I surveyed the area. He pointed out a red, meaty mass near the center—
what used to be my clitoris had been moved two or three inches higher—and the implants
embedded on either side of it. Just beneath my new penis, and between the implants, ran the
very narrow ridge of skin that Dusault had mentioned before the surgery, probably the
leftover labial folds. The whole thing reminded me ofa baboon's butt.. .until I looked more
closely and saw all of the stitches. Held together by bailing wire. I prayed that Dusault
hadn't stuck a needle in the wrong place.
"Looks good," Dusault said, making the face an artist does when indicating that they
think their work isn't half bad. 'The worst ofthe swelling should begin to subside in one to
three weeks, and then everything will be better defined."
"And I'll be itching like crazy as the hair begins to grow back in," I muttered as I
began to put my clothes back on.
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"Oh, yes. Right," he responded absently before hishead snapped up and he
announced, '^ou cantake a shower or bath, now, asusual. Just replace onesheet ofgauze
over the wound after you do."
''No rinsing with Hibitane or an5thing? No antibiotic ointment?" I asked
incredulously.
''No, no. You're fine. And you can stop replacing thegauze when you no longer
find blood or drainage on it."
That was it. It was over. All I had to do now was take it easy fora couple ofdays,
return home, and give myself a chance to heal.
Actually, a lotofhealing was already taking place, inthis space far away from the
usual routine. I began to realize howtoxic my relationship withDonna had become and
how much I had lost by not being with more trans-positive people as I transitioned. Itwas
going tobe difficult togo back, but there were some changes I could make inmy life that
would make it a lot better.
Flying for five hours ona fi'eshly reconfigured setofgenitals was anything but
comfortable. The humor oftrying to decide whether ornot I should declare my newly
acquired testicles on the U.S. Customs form had long since faded. Iwinced the whole way
and my hands moved protectively into my lap every time someone opened up the overhead
baggage compartment near my seat. My discomfort was only eclipsed by my anxiety about
Donna s state ofmind and the future ofour relationship. She had seemed reluctant to see
me again when I'd spoken with her on the phone, and I felt less and less willing to continue
participating in what I began to see as anever ending period ofmourning. It contrasted so
sharply with the joy I'd shared in Montreal and the celebratory phone calls I'd received
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from friends in Iowa. I was becoming more alive, while life with Donna continued to fade.
When I shuffled off the plane and discovered that Donna was nowhere around, I took her
absence as an omen. I also got mad. Wincing, waddling, and fuming past the kissing
couples and grandparents hugging their grandchildren, I headed down the concourse toward
the baggage claim area. Donna eventually emerged from the crowd and fell in along side of
me.
"Wondered ifyou'd make it," I growled.
''Well, I didn't even go into work," she answered defensively. '1 stayed at home to
see ifyou'd call about delays. When I figured I couldn't stay home any longer, I hurried
down here."
The weakness of the logic was so transparent that I had to point it out to her.
"Could've just called the airline, you know."
"Oh, well, yeah," she said, as we stopped at the luggage carousel and waited for bags
to go by. "Too bad the deal with Toby picking you up didn't work out."
Worse than she knew. "His son's flight doesn't get in until 5:30 this evening, and I
knowI couldn't wait around here for four hours." As if to remind mewhy, a sharp pain
stabbed at mypenis. "It would have beenfun, though," I managed to laughed at the thought,
"because he was promisingto showup with a dozenroses and a box ofcondoms."
"Whywouldhe do that?" she asked as though it were the stupidest ideashe'd ever
heard of
My smile disappeared. "Because he's happy for me?"
'1 don't get it,"Donna shrugged, avoiding my eyes. "Your backpack's coming
around," she announced, moving closer to thecarousel. "I'll grab it."
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We ambled from the terminal to Donna's Cougar and rode most of the way home in
silence, as we had on the other post-operative trip home. After depositing me and my bag
in the house. Donna went off to work. I headed directly for my bed, gingerly lieing on my
back when I got there. It felt so good not to be sitting upright in a moving vehicle. The
familiar bed, quiet space, exhaustion, and a fresh round ofpain killers put me to sleep. I
didn't even hear Donna come home from the office.
As light began to infiltrate my room the next morning, I was woken by relentless
whining and pawing at my door. When I was awake enough to look, the clock read 6:33
a.m. Groaning my way out ofbed, I made it to the back door to let the dogs out into the
yard and turned toward the kitchen; I had to get something to eat so I could take more drugs.
"You're gonna spoil the dogs," Donna's voice griped from the depths ofher room.
"Should've made 'em go back to sleep."
"Good morning to you, too," I grumbled back.
It added to the physical pain, I thought when I'd gotten back into bed, staring up at
the ceiling with an uneasy stomach now fiill of cereal and pain pills, to know that I had to
get out ofthe house as soon as possible. It hadn't fully registered until this moment. I
probably hadn't been able to admit it to myself For three years Donna had been fearfully
clinging to a relationship she couldn't possibly want, terrified ofbeing alone, while angrily
taking shots at me for ruining her dream. Why the hell had I stayed? I couldn't remember
anymore. Unlike Donna, I was used to living alone for long stretches, and all my dreams of
the perfect relationship had been smashed to pieces years before. But, maybeI had jumped
into a relationship with her out of loneliness, myself I wasn't sure. We had such different
ideas ofwhat a healthy relationship was that I realized we probably wouldn't have stayed
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together very long under any circumstances. I wished that I had had the emotional resources
to leave Donna's house when I first realized she didn't want me to transition. I would have
saved us both a lot ofheartache. Actually, there didn't seem to be any appropriate place to
lay all the blame. It was just life. Time might give me better perspective, but at the moment
I felt angry, and I felt like a chump. I wasn't perfect by any stretch, but I was basically a
decent man, and I didn't deserve or want all this grief I also knew that I obviously wasn't
welcome here, and Donna wasn't the least bit interested in partnering with me. It was time
for me to heal up and move on.
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